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One of the most indelible memories of my childhood was my first encounter with a dish 
called liver and onions. 

(Actually, my only encounter). 

It happened one evening when a rather funky smell permeated our house.  It led to the 
kitchen (never a good sign),  

where my mother announced that my sister and I were old enough that we 
should begin eating this stuff once or twice a month.   

Apparently, it was considered a unique source of certain nutrients that were very 
good for us. 

They were among her favorite foods, she declared, and she assured me that Dad had 
learned to like them, too.   

Therefore, she was certain that Barb and I would see the light as well. 

But by time you are nine or ten years old, you can more or less tell when grownups are 
trying to sell you on something—especially something they know you probably don’t 
want. 

[Now, only in recent months had my childhood palate begun to make a reluctant peace 
with onions, and the cooking odor of the liver caused my intuitions to scream, “This is 
wrong and unnatural!”] 

So to make a long story short, I took my first reluctant bite of the stuff and promptly fled 
the table and raced out the backdoor. 

It was not a conscious act of disobedience, so much as an involuntary reaction of 
revulsion.  

I was finally found, twenty minutes later, at the home of my grandparents—my mother’s 
parents.  I was happily sharing their more conventional repast of roast chicken, 
scalloped potatoes and lima beans.      



She was about to drag me home to face the medicine.  But when the reasons for my 
impromptu visit were made known,  

my bachelor uncle roared, “My God, Lois, that’s a terrible thing to do to a kid!!  
Let the boy stay here and eat some real food!” 

I don’t recall what transpired after I got back home.  But despite Mom’s intentions of 
serving liver and onions twice a month,  

that initial effort was sufficiently traumatic for both of us, that they never appeared 
on our table again 

—at least not without some suitable alternative for my sister and me (and truth be 
told, for my father as well). 

 

Now, my apologies to any of you who may actually like the stuff. 

But unless I miss my guess, you may well have had a “liver and onions” moment 
yourself, in response to this reading from Psalm 119 a few minutes ago.  

 “Oh, how I love your law, O Lord!” 

 “Sweeter than honey, to me, are your words!”  

Really? 

Who loves laws, and rules—especially when they come straight from the mouth of that 
scary Old Testament God? 

Or commandments and statutes that tend to hem us in—often for reasons we 
don’t understand. 

Like, “Honor the Sabbath as a day of rest”—which was particularly popular with my late 
father during his teenage years, 

when he was made to forfeit the championship match of any tennis tournament 
he entered (because the finals were always on Sunday). 

Or maybe those wonderful parts of the Holiness Code in Leviticus,  

which would condemn most of the women in this room for having cut their hair at 
some time or another.   

Of course, these may be extreme examples.  In general, God’s laws may be uniquely 
nutritious for you, spiritually speaking.   



(And maybe you ought to have one or two servings a month). 

But I’m pretty sure that it sounds like something we preacher types are trying to sell you 
on—even when you’re pretty sure it doesn’t sound like anything you would like to 
swallow. 

Well, rest assured that this preacher type (and lots of others I know) are not inclined to 
push it down your throats. 

But what I would like to serve up on the menu is something that you may find more 
palatable.  And it may be as simple as taking a moment to go back to the original 
language. 

You see, the word we’re talking about here, the Old Testament term most frequently 
translated as “law,”  

is the Hebrew word Torah.   

And Torah is much broader than a set of rules we must follow, or a group of laws 
that serve to rap our knuckles when we stray from them.  

Torah, more broadly, is teaching, and instruction.  It is the sum of all the things God 
would like us to know 

about how to live happy, productive lives—lives that thrive, rather than struggle.   

You might even say that Torah is that broad narrative, or story line, that carries an 
account of how a good Creator  

breathed into human beings the breath of life and nurtured that creation down 
through the ages, 

to the time that today’s readings were written. 

And in Tuesday morning’s Bible study group, when we talked about understanding 
God’s law in this way, 

one of the participants exclaimed, “Now, I like that!  That sounds like something I 
would actually want!” 

So when the psalmist rhapsodizes about ‘loving God’s law,’ it certainly doesn’t hurt the 
case when the prophet Jeremiah, in today’s other reading, 

declares that from now on, God’s law will be “written on our hearts.” 



In fact, Jeremiah refers to it as the “new covenant!”  (Did you know there is a new 
covenant in the Old Testament)? 

No longer will be the Law be something ‘out there,’ something external to us that judges 
us and gets us in trouble.  Now, says Jeremiah, 

it is the vehicle by which you and I become more fully who we were created to 
be. 

It is “written on our hearts.” 

Now, this prophecy of Jeremiah may seem to come at an odd time--a time when Israel 
is being conquered and taken into exile,  

because the people have collectively wandered from God’s ways. 

But as is so often the case, the promise comes just when people most need to hear it.  
When the bottom seems to have dropped out and hopelessness is all around,  

that’s when it is revealed that the time of judgement and molding will not last 
forever. 

Beyond it lies new beginnings, where God’s “law”—that is, God’s precepts and 
teachings—becomes a taste that is planted deep within us. 

And this “new covenant” becomes most fully realized some years later, through the 
birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus. 

In short, the Bible becomes not so much a book to consult for answers or directions, but 
an invitation to become submerged in the presence of God.  

In short, it is capable of focusing or shaping what you and I become. 

Now, if you are just absorbed in some pastime—say, sports scores or cable news, or 
the second-by-second changes in the stock market,  

you will be different in your approach to life, than someone who reads poetry or 
romance novels all day.   

And someone who watches soap operas continually will see life differently from 
one who keeps the television on PBS.  (Steve D. Miller, Feasting On The Word 
commentary, Year C, Vol. 4, p. 176) 

What would it be like; how would your day be different; how would you relate to friends 
and family and neighbors; 



if your primary absorption is in the word of God? 

Would you be a pious bore?  Or would your life take on a depth of understanding that 
renders you wiser and more compassionate and possibly even more fun to be around? 

That’s the question I think the psalmist is driving at in these eight verses from Psalm 
119.  Because then, as now, apparently, 

attentiveness to God’s word was not something that appealed to the taste buds 
of most folks. 

Back then, the Hebrew people did not yet have written scriptures.  It was all transmitted 
orally.  But it was out of this disaster of defeat and exile that Israel’s leaders perceived 
the need to get it all down in writing. 

Today we have the situation where the Bible is, at the same time, the most revered and 
the least- read document in our country. 

Because, by and large, it seems too complicated, too hard to find our way to some 
definitive answer on how we should deal with criminals,  

or how much money we should pay in taxes.  

We want the Cliff Notes version, or an indexed list of answers to our questions, or 
someone with my job to stand up here and extract the nuggets from all that dross. 

But what would it be like to read over one of the psalms, or one of the stories of Jesus, 
and then to close your eyes for a moment  

and see what particular word or image jumps out at you.    

And then to let that picture digest until you hear some word meant just for you? 

Then, perhaps you may experience what Psalm 119 proclaims: that you feel wiser and 
more equipped to live justly  

than anything I can stand up here and tell you. 

 

So here we are on the third (and final) Sunday of our annual Global Mission emphasis.  
In the past two weeks we have looked at global mission  

in terms of its effect on mind and on body, for those with whom we minister in 
Guatemala and Bangladesh and Malawi. 



But on this final Sunday, the emphasis is on soul.  And on this day, we look not just 
upon our mission’s impact on the souls of those whom we serve 

--we also consider the effect on our souls, to be involved in such efforts. 

It was folks with the “law of God”, God’s Torah, written on their hearts and souls, who 
took that word into places such as Malawi and Guatemala and Bangladesh. 

And now, hearts and souls in those places have been moved to recognize how 
God’s precepts had been written on their hearts and souls as well. 

Perhaps at points it all may have sounded to them, as well, more like liver and onions—
something that is supposed to be good for you,  

but maybe doesn’t smell all that appetizing. 

But through the work of the Holy Spirit, they have become our partners in mission.  And 
together, our souls have been uplifted by God’s laws having been written on our hearts.   

 

 


