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Psalm 103  
Bless the Lord, O my soul,  
   and all that is within me,  
   bless God’s holy name.  
Bless the Lord, O my soul,  
   and do not forget all God’s benefits—  
who forgives all your iniquity,  
   who heals all your diseases,  
who redeems your life from the Pit,  
   who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy,  
who satisfies you with good as long as you live 
   so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 
 
The Lord works vindication  
   and justice for all who are oppressed.  
God made known his ways to Moses, 
   his acts to the people of Israel.  
The Lord is merciful and gracious,  
   slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  
God will not always accuse,  
   nor will God be angry forever.  
God does not deal with us according to our sins,  
   nor repay us according to our iniquities.  
For as the heavens are high above the earth,  
   so great is God’s steadfast love towards those who fear him;  
as far as the east is from the west,  
   so far god removes our transgressions from us.  
As a father has compassion for his children,  
   so the Lord has compassion for those who fear him.  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For God knows how we were made; 
   and remembers that we are dust. 
 
As for mortals, their days (our days) are like grass;  
   we flourish like a flower of the field;  
for the wind passes over us, and we are gone,  
   and our place knows us no more.  
But the steadfast love of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting  
   on those who fear him,  
   and his righteousness to children’s children,  
to those who keep his covenant  
   and remember to do his commandments. 
 
The Lord has established his throne in the heavens,  
   and God's kingdom rules over all.  
Bless the Lord, O you his angels,  
   you mighty ones who do God’s bidding,  
   obedient to his spoken word.  
Bless the Lord, all his hosts,  
   ministers who do God’s will.  
Bless the Lord, all his works,  
   in all places of God’s dominion.  
Bless the Lord, O my soul. 

We’re taking a step away from the lectionary text this week because last week, in the adult 
Bible study, someone asked a question that sent us on a detour.

Here’s the question: “What are we talking about when we talk about grace?” 

Grace is an important word all through Scripture—Old Testament and New. But what is it?

My response, to get the conversation started, was this: Grace is what love looks like in person. 
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Whenever  you  personally  experience  love—open  hearted  kindness,  genuine  generosity,  a 
generous welcome, you have found—you have been given, grace. This is true whether the love 
you encounter comes from God or from a neighbor.

Wherever you are met with kindness, you have encountered grace.

And whenever you encounter grace, you are meeting God.

This is the story line that runs through much of Scripture, and is especially clear in passages like 
the ones we are reading today—the 103rd Psalm and the 8th chapter of Romans.

I read these poems to be reminded who, and what, God is; to hear again that I am held close 
every moment by a God who is, and can only be, grace and love.

I read these poems to be reminded that the place I have in the heart of God is mine not because 
of who I am or what I do or what I believe.  It is mine not because of who I love, who I vote for, 
the color of my skin or where I was born. 

Rather, my place—our place—in God’s heart is ours simply because God is love and God is 
grace.  

God can only ever be love and can only ever be grace. So we live in a Creation infused with 
Divine love and grace. And no one can take that from us; no one would even dare try.

And that is a comforting thought.

Grace is what love looks like in person; and the person of the God who is grace, looks like this: 

The Lord is merciful and gracious, 
   slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  
God will not always accuse, 
   God will not be angry forever.  
God does not deal with us according to our sins, 
   nor repay us according to our iniquities.
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Now assume, for just a moment, that this is all true. Suppose that mercy and grace and steadfast 
love are what God is;  that it is true God will not accuse forever and that even when God does 
get mad God doesn't stay mad.  And suppose that when the God who is mercy and grace looks 
at us, this Divine gaze does, in fact, heal the disease of our “iniquities”. 

Suppose grace really is what love looks like in person, and so there is no payback with God—
ever; no keeping score. 

Sit with that for a while.

Because, if that is true, all this is true as well:

When I can’t be merciful or gracious toward an enemy, God can be—and is.

When I am not slow to anger or quick to forgive, God is—and does. 

When I can not be generous toward myself, God can be—and is.

Disease and iniquity.  These are harsh words.  We own them.  They are us.  We know this. We 
know how much we are in need of healing.

But God is grace, the poet tells us. And grace heals these diseases of our spirit that we thought 
would bring us down.  

God has forgotten the iniquities that keep us up at night.

Why? 

Because God is mercy and grace.  

Because God is abundant, steadfast love.

Because God sees us not as we see ourselves, but as God created us to be.

Because grace is what love looks like in person.

This, the poet says, is true. We can trust these words.
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Beyond our hopes, beyond our imagination, beyond our ability to believe, beyond our faith—
this is true:

“As the heavens are high above the earth…”  Can you even begin to imagine how high the 
heavens are above the earth?   Probably not.  Yet this unimaginable distance is the measure of 
God’s steadfast love for the Creation.  

“As far as the east is from the west.”   Like the heavens above the earth, east and west are 
infinitely far apart.  You will never get to east by going west.  Never.  But that’s how far we 
would have to go to find where God has ferreted away our failures.  They are forever out of our 
reach.  They are even out of God’s reach.   

“As a father has compassion for his children” and no doubt more so, God is compassionate 
toward us.

The one who created us and redeemed us knows us—  

knows how we were made;  
   remembers that we are dust.

Now, nothing I’m saying suggests we need no improvement; we certainly do.  And nothing I’m 
saying  suggests  what  we  do  makes  no  difference.   Our  choices,  in  fact,  have  eternal 
consequences.  The sins of the fathers, Moses said, will impact the children to the 3rd and 4th 
generation.  How we live matters.  We’d best learn to live compassionately and graciously.

There is a deep mystery here; a deep comfort and good news to be found in this poem; in this 
word from God; 

And it is this: 

Nothing about us surprises God.

Nothing about us discourages God.

Nothing about us—nothing, limits the kindness, the grace, of God.
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And so, as St Paul said, nothing—“neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God—(which is the grace of God that is ours)—in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

This is grace.

It is God’s word to us today.  It is true.  We can trust it.

And when you do trust it, it feels like this—from another poet, Denise Levertov:

The Avowel                Denise Levertov

As swimmers dare
to lie face to the sky
and water bears them,
as hawks rest upon air
and air sustains them,
so would I learn to attain
freefall, and float
into Creator Spirit’s deep embrace,
knowing no effort earns
that all-surrounding grace.

Amen.


