Haley listened to the stories of his family, to the lore passed from generation to generation. He heard tell of a man from an earlier generation, Kunta Kinte, who was captured by slavers and torn away from his homeland in West Africa. Impelled by the power of that name and by the conviction that there was a living, breathing human being behind it, Haley did what everyone thought was impossible. He traced his family roots back, generation by generation, all the way to Africa. The book he wrote, Roots, tells his family’s story.2 It became a bestseller, spawned a TV miniseries, and sparked a genealogy craze. Roots helped countless Americans of African heritage remember who they are.

There is a rich tradition in Hebrew Scripture that specializes in helping us uncover who we are. We call it “wisdom literature” and its heart is the book of Psalms. The very first Psalm is a lovely song which looks at human life and what it means. Psalm 1 provides a road map of what lies ahead; it frames the picture and defines the boundaries of spiritual life.

It begins positively: “Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked” (v. 1). A no-brainer, right? No one wants to be on the wrong side, to be the minion of the evil genius. No one yearns to be a Storm Trooper or to join the Wicked Witch’s flying monkey brigade. The advice of the wicked is easy to shun when it comes from movie villains dressed in black, rubbing their hands together, and hissing when they speak. The problem is that real-world wickedness is usually appealing and often quite comfortable to accommodate.

The advice of the wicked refers to the prevailing value system promoted by an unbelieving world. These are the messages the media dole out every day. We hear the siren-song: acquire more; be more successful; look younger and feel better; pursue your own personal happiness; use other people to get what you want. This is the advice of the wicked to which the psalmist refers. We are bombarded with such advice, bad advice, setting us up for failure! Who can buy or achieve everything touted by the advertisers? These messages shape the way we think, distorting our desires, and warping our values.

Going a step beyond simply not listening to the advice of the wicked, the psalmist writes: “Happy are those who do not…take the path that sinners tread” (v. 1). This means we opt not to do what sinners do. We choose to model our lifestyle on the ways of Jesus. The Hebrew word for “sinner,” as used by the psalmist, does not refer to a person who is rotten to their core. This sinner is a person who misses the mark, like an archer who aims for the target, but sends the arrow flying off into the woods. These sinners are good people who made a bad choice, followed the wrong path, and whose lives will end in disappointment.

There are plenty of people who are missing the mark, shooting at the wrong targets, and pursing the wrong goals. They are caught up in the rat race of material achievement and seek pleasure for themselves no matter what it costs those around them. The herd impulse is strong among those racing rats, and it is difficult for those standing on the sidelines not to join them. This is what the psalmist means about not taking the path that sinners tread. With Jesus we can always make a better choice, follow a different path, and find greater joy in life.

The third step in this downward spiral is to “sit in the seat of the scoffers” (v. 1) Scoffers are cynics; people who, says Oscar Wilde, “know the price of everything and the value of nothing.” It is easy to mock the things that others value. Many non-Christians mock what we do, see no value in worshipping God, and question the motives of those who seek to serve others first. They profess to avoid church because it is filled with hypocrites. They deride Christians who speak publicly of their faith, deeming them “holier-than-thou.” They pounce on every social media story of a religious leader who falls into sin, imagining this somehow discredits the whole of Christian faith. They forget that Christianity proclaims that sin is, by its very nature, seductive and dangerous. 

The cynics’ mocking song can be so alluring that we may even find ourselves humming it, even though it is utterly wrong. Easy and gently sloping is the road that leads from heeding the advice of the wicked to following the path that sinners tread to sitting in the seat of the scoffers. Fortunately, this road is a two-way street. With Jesus we may always repent, make a U-turn, and head back in the right direction.

The rest of Psalm 1 tells how to make that U-turn, to act in positive ways to strengthen our spiritual lives. People who are truly happy and blessed are those “whose delight is in the law of the Lord”; who reflect on God’s law, day and night (v. 2). The psalmist provides a beautiful, deeply poetic image that portrays a Godly person as one like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields fruit in its season, and whose leaves do not wither (v. 3). 

If you know anything about trees, you know that the most important part of the tree is the roots. Landscapers go to great lengths to make sure the root-ball stays tightly packed and moist, and that it gets planted in the right kind of soil at the right depth. All kinds of damage can occur to the trunk, branches or leaves, but if the roots are intact, there is hope for recovery and growth. If the roots are destroyed, the tree will probably die.

The psalmist sings of a tree planted by streams of water with roots that thirstily drink up the life-giving water. Even if a drought afflicts the land, this tree will survive and flourish. This is clearly a metaphor for healthy spiritual living. Living in God’s word is like sinking our roots into moist, rich soil. The more we immerse ourselves in the ways of Jesus, the more we find power for living. 
The psalm says we should meditate on God’s word, from the Hebrew word for “murmur,” referring to the practice of repeating a biblical text over and over, committing it to memory. Unfortunately, other kinds of murmurings fill our minds each day. The to-do list. The math quiz. The memo from the boss. The persistent advertising jingle. When was the last time most of us truly pondered God’s word, and made meditation and reflection a major part of our lives? What, we may wonder, happens if we do not?

The psalmist is equally clear about this. Those who neglect God’s word (“the wicked”), are like “chaff that the wind drives away” (v. 4). When wheat was harvested, it was threshed, the sheaves of wheat dumped out on a stone slab called a threshing floor, where the villagers beat it with sticks. When someone threw it up in the air with a pitchfork, it hung suspended, and the wind would carry away the fine dust called chaff, indigestible stuff that was no good to eat.

One preacher describes the contemporary threshing process this way: “I do not think you city folks understand chaff. In Montana every fall we had harvesters who came around with a thrashing rig. The bundles of wheat would be thrown into this machine. The straw would be blown out onto the stack and the wheat would come dribbling out to be poured into trucks or wagons and taken away to the granary. But floating around in the air everywhere was chaff. It was the awfullest stuff you ever saw. It stuck to the skin wherever you sweat; on the back of your neck and down your shirt. It created frightful itching. It was universally regarded as the most worthless stuff there ever was.”3

The life that does not ground itself in God’s word is worthless chaff. It may look impressive, displaying all the perks and luxuries society uses to measure success; but deep within the soul that life is barren and empty. And what happens when tragedy strikes, when life comes crashing down? Superficial chaff-lives are blown away; but lives planted by streams of living water with roots planted deep in God’s word endures and thrives. Baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, we are already planted by streams of living waters; and by those waters we are made members of the living, loving, thriving body of Christ!

Prayer: Nurturing God, help me to walk in Your ways and keep me from foolish compromise with the world’s systems. Keep my heart set on Jesus so my thoughts are not influenced by the culture of this age. May I be planted by Your many rivers of grace and love, joy and peace. May Your mercy and compassion flow through me to those around me, in the place where you plant me. In Jesus' name, Amen.
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One of the great Christian storytellers of the 20th century was a Jesuit priest from India named Anthony de Mello. One of de Mello’s stories tells of a woman in a coma, slowly dying. She is barely aware of her surroundings as she lies on her sickbed. Suddenly she has the impression she is being taken up to heaven and is standing before God. 
Out of the silence comes a voice. “Who are you?” booms the voice. 
Not knowing what to say, she blurts out: “I’m the wife of the mayor.”
“I did not ask you whose wife you are, but who you are,” says the voice.
“I’m the mother of four children,” she continues.
“I did not ask whose mother you are, but who you are.”
“I’m a schoolteacher,” she says.
“I did not ask you what your profession is, but who you are.”
Finally, she tries another answer: “I’m a Christian,” she says.
But that, too, is unacceptable: “I did not ask what your religion is, but who you are.”
“I’m the one who went to church, and always helped the poor and needy,” she says.
“I did not ask you what you did, but who you are.”

De Mello concludes by observing that the woman fails the examination and is sent back to Earth. Soon after, she awakens from her coma and resumes her life, but something is different. Something changed in her. From that day forward, the woman resolves to discover who she is; and that, De Mello concludes, makes all the difference.1 Who we are matters. Strip away all those layers you spent your life carefully building up, all the labels, titles, definitions and what is left? What is the essential you that God sees and knows?

Alex Haley longed to know who he was. Haley retired from the military; he was safe and secure after 20-plus years in the service, living on a comfortable pension. He achieved a standard of living higher than his parents’ wildest dreams. By all accounts, he should be supremely happy. But he was not. Something very important was missing from his life. So, Haley set out to discover his roots. Everyone said he was crazy. How could an African American, a descendant of slaves, trace his family history back across the ocean? Few written records of black people existed in America’s courthouses because slaves were not considered people, just property, one step up from livestock. Most slaves had no last name, and if they did, it was the name of their master.

