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Psalm 84

"How lovely is your dwelling place,
O LORD of hosts!

2My soul longs, indeed it faints,
for the courts of the LORD:

my heart and my flesh sing for joy
to the living God.

3 Even the sparrow finds a home
and the swallow a nest for herself,
where she may lay her young,

at your altars, O LORD of hosts,
my King and my God.

*Happy are those who live in your house,
ever singing your praise.

>Happy are those whose strength is in you,

in whose heart are the highways to Zion.l2l
© As they go through the valley of Baca,

they make it a place of springs;

the early rain also covers it with pools.
"They go from strength to strength;

the God of gods will be seen in Zion.

80 LORD God of hosts, hear my prayer;
give ear, O God of Jacob!

9Behold our shield, O God;
look on the face of your anointed.

'%For a day in your courts is better
than a thousand elsewhere.
I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God
than live in the tents of wickedness.
"For the LORD God is a sun and shield;
he bestows favor and honor.
No good thing does the LORD withhold
from those who walk uprightly.
120 LORD of hosts,
happy is everyone who trusts in you.

‘The Kingdom of heaven is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree,
so that the birds of the air come and make nets in its branches.’

Many summers ago, our family vacation was also a family road trip. We spent some time in northern Colorado
then drove across the state to Durango and Mesa Verde, made our way past Shiprock, New Mexico, and Monument
Valley, Arizona, and then culminated our trip with a visit to the Grand Canyon. As we were leaving Estes Park, Colorado,

I remarked that I thought the gas was too expensive there, and I would look for better prices in Allen’s Park, just down


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2084&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-15265a

the road thirty miles. Upon arriving in Allen’s Park on nearly empty, I learned that there are no longer any gas stations
there, but the old guy inside what used to be a gas station remarked as I was having a panic attack, you could probably
coast to Lyons from here, it’s pretty much downhill most of the way.

Before I threw caution to the wind and stranded my family in the middle of a mountain pass, I pulled into the
only other functioning business in Allen’s Park Colorado, a local art gallery, selling works by local artists. What are the
odds, I worried, that this art gallery is going to have any gasoline. Apparently I was not the first errant traveler who rolled
into town on fumes, because the proprietor of the art shop led me out back to a small garden shed where she kept a few
extra cannisters of gasoline for people in my situation. And after complaining about the high gas prices in Estes Park, I
gladly handed her the $5 she was asking for the 1 gallon cannister with no questions asked. I thought I was getting a deal.
After putting the gas in the tank we made our way to the next town and filled up for the rest of the journey.

After visiting the Grand Canyon, one of the unexpected highlights of the remaining family vacation was the time
we spent together on Route 66. Unlike a number of other U.S. Highways, highways like highway 90 or highway 61 which
make their way through New Orleans, and which were the first national highways completed after World War I and
continue to exist in one form or other today, Route 66, what author John Steinbeck referred to as the ‘mother road, has
largely been replaced by interstates and was officially decommissioned in the mid-1980s when the last portion of
interstate 40 was completed in Williams, Arizona. Parts of route 66 continue to exist, however, as state highway 66 and
scenic byways that follow the original route of the highway or my favorite, the business route through the center of many
of the towns the original route 66 connected, replete with the neon signed motor courts, curio shops, art deco diners, and
filling stations. The original route 66 began in Chicago and terminated in Santa Monica, California—providing a major
commerce artery from the Midwest to sunny southern California and also providing a road of opportunity, refuge, and
flight for dust bowl migrants from Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, and other parts of the plains during the Great Depression.
Route 66 made its way right through the heart of the Dust Bowl.

Though the much faster and more efficient interstate highways have supplanted most of Route 66, we were able
to experience the old ‘mother road, in places. We cruised at night in Williams, Arizona, and took in the neon lights
adorning dated but quaint motor courts up close to the road. We basked in the colorful lights and sights, the 1950s style
steakhouses and curio shops full of things we didn’t need but nevertheless lobbied for acquisition. We detoured briefly in
Hancock, Arizona, so we could see the wigwam motel enticing vacationers to spend the night in a motel adaptation of a

teepee. In Albuquerque, we dined at the Frontier Diner and in Amarillo, we paid homage to the Cadillac Ranch, but could



not quite stomach the 72-ounce sirloin at the Big Texan Steak Ranch. Finally, we indulged one more stop by the
beautifully restored Conoco station in Shamrock, Texas, before we parted ways with the ‘mother road,” and sped on our
way toward home.

As we were traveling on the sacred asphalt of Route 66, I wondered what all the fuss was about. Why all the
roadside kitsch shops with special Route 66 maps, t-shirts, patches, pins, books, refrigerator magnets, and assorted
knick-knacks commemorating what was largely a ‘lost highway’? Route 66 had the same white lines and black top and
shoulders as all the other highways and roads. What was so special about the ‘mother road

I think our passage from Matthew about the Kingdom of God and our psalmist would understand. We are often
puzzled that the grandeur and mystery of God are all so willing to dwell in our mundane and ordinary world, lives, and
places. We expect to only find God in the ‘big’ places, the pyrotechnic light show or the mass gathering or the Times
Square of our spirituality. But the psalmist describes the dwelling place of the Lord with no description of décor or size
or other impressive attributes, but as a place where ‘even the sparrow finds a home, and the swallow a nest for herself,’ a
place where praises are lifted up and those who pass through go from ‘strength to strength.” And the passage from
Matthew is no different, the Kingdom of God does not come down like a bolt of lightning or bombastic event but is like a
mustard seed that does not grow into a massive redwood tree, but a sturdy sized bush, where the birds of the air can
come and find a place to make their nests. It is not impressive in its grandeur, but provides sanctuary, rest, and
flourishing to all its inhabitants.

We often get tongue-tied when trying to describe the distinctive qualities, significance, and beauty of life
together in Christian community. Look inside the church and dissect the congregants, and we are unlikely to find any
special qualities or superior characteristics from any other human gathering or group. We are a mixed bag at best. The
asphalt of our highways is the same grade of black, the shoulder stripes like all the same, and the median looks like it
would on any other highway.

And yet, it is on the road and in the church, where the dwelling place of God encounters us unexpectedly, where
life happens, where we break down or run out of gas and have to ask fellow travelers for help. It is on the road, and in the
life of the Christian community, where through a hymn or a word or a still small voice or maybe even a burning bush, we
find ourselves encountered by the dwelling place of God, where what seemed fairly inconsequential and boilerplate
becomes pregnant with meaning and importance. Where we suddenly take off our shoes, because we realize we are

standing on holy ground. It is on the road, and in the church, where we do not travel alone. It is on the road and in life



together in Christian community, where we share the significance and wonder of each moment, and then make our way
further down the road to flourish and to serve.

The Christian community is nothing we should worship—we all know the flaws and can recite the lengthy litany
of all our shortcomings and the church’s all too human tendencies. However, the significance and sacredness of the
church cannot be dismissed or ignored as just another road with nothing much to say and nothing special to offer. Like
Route 66, it is not just any other road. And while not our destination, it is a sacred corridor that we cannot do without,
and without which our lives make no sense. ‘How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord of Hosts....for a day in your courts
is better than a thousand elsewhere....even the sparrow finds a home and the swallow a nest where she may lay her
young.’

The day after September 11, 2001, I was to arrive at seminary to begin studying for ministry. That Friday,
September 14, 2001, was set aside as a national day of prayer and the seminary hastily organized a worship service on
campus for the community. The preacher for the service was the minister at Nassau Presbyterian Church in Princeton
and he opened his sermon with the brief biographical details of several people in his congregation and their families and
role they played, and he pointed out where in the congregation he or she sat, and described vividly the ways each person
was a vital and an integral part of that church’s life. Then he shared that each of those people had been lost in the rubble
and dust and destruction of the World Trade Center. In a tragic instant they were gone, even as they lived on in the
church’s life and memory and dwelling place of God. They were part of a sacred story and sacred community in which
they lived on in collective memory. Their prayers in which we knew not the depth, their thoughtful gestures, that seering
memory of where they sat, it all mattered, it all had meaning, it all impressed their presence on their communal life that
would encourage others to join in, to find the beauty of the Lord’s dwelling place, and to go from strength to strength
further down that sacred corridor to flourish and serve before God.

So may we find the richness of God’s dwelling place and we ourselves find a home, a sanctuary, a place to rest, a
place to sing our praises, a community in which we can ask for help and even offer some from time to time, a sacred place,

where every last one of us goes from strength to strength in service to Jesus Christ our Lord.



