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 Many Christians, I think, have been taught a misleading understanding of Jewish Law or 

Torah. We’ve often learned that it’s merely a set of rules and regulations, a throwback to the pre-

modern world where people lived in terror of offending the gods, so were constantly monitoring 

their behavior and watching over their shoulder for fear they might be caught saying or doing or 

even thinking the wrong thing. There are some Christians who live that way as well, even today, 

but somehow we’ve come to associate that sort of fear with Torah.  

 

 Yet when I hear the words of Psalm 1, what I hear is a love song to the Law, an ode of 

praise and not fear. It’s a romantic, idealistic image that connects following the way of God with 

prosperity and joy and rejection of God’s way with failure and ruin. That may sound simplistic to 

us. It might even come across as a sort of “works righteousness;” we follow the Law for what we 

stand to get out of it. But when you look at the whole sweep of Jewish history, following Torah 

hasn’t been a guarantee of prosperity or happiness. At times it’s led to misery and rejection. It’s 

turned out to be risky: think of Shadrack, Meshak and Abednego put into the fiery furnace for 

refusing to worship the Babylonian king or the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans when the 

Jews resisted emperor worship. Standing fast in the way of God has brought a lot of heart ache to 

the Jews. 

 

 Nevertheless the words of the psalm resound and the love affair with Torah remains. The 

psalmist believes it is better to be like “a tree planted by streams of water” than to take the easy 

path. The tree planted by a stream has deep roots for stability against every harsh wind; it is 

constantly nourished by the flowing water, growing and flourishing to provide shade and 

security. We’ve seen that tree. We know how important it is to be rooted, to be fed, to drink 

deeply from the waters of life. That’s what Torah gives. 

 

 Torah is a source of nourishment to those who follow it and revere it. In honor of what 

many of us are celebrating today, Torah is a mother, providing guidance and wisdom, revealing 

God’s presence and love. And like our mothers, those who raised us in our homes or raised us in 

the faith, Torah teaches that life is not about accomplishments and acquisitions; life is about 

relationships. Through Torah we learn that we are in relationship with a God whose love and 

generosity are boundless. Living in awareness of that relationship is a source of joy and not fear. 

And our joy extends to the world around us through our relationship to one another and to all 

creation.  

 

 The highlight of Shabbat service at Congregation Shir Shalom comes when Rabbi Alex 

and whoever is helping with the liturgy opens the ark and removes the Torah scroll for the 

reading. This isn’t done casually. There’s a ritual associated with the ark where the scrolls are 

kept and around how the scrolls are handled. They’re covered with a robe and the handles are 

topped with a crown. Before the crown is removed and the robe lifted the scroll is carried 

throughout the synagogue while the people sing, “Torah, ora! Torah, ora! Hallelujah! Torah, ora! 



Torah, ora! Hallelujah!” And as they carry it around the room the people kiss their prayer books 

and touch them to the scrolls in a gesture of devotion and reverence.  

 

 It is a beautiful part of the service. It reminds of the practice of adoration of the host 

which is part of Roman Catholic worship, but that Protestants have largely dropped. We 

Protestants have always had trouble separating symbolic expressions of faith from literal ones. 

When the Torah is carried around the room or the host is lifted in adoration we’re acknowledging 

the special ways God is communicated through these gifts and expressing our love for God. In 

similar ways the psalmist calls on the people to be thankful for the gift of Torah and remember 

who God has called them to be.  

 

 Over the years many Christians have come to understand that God’s presence cannot be 

limited to one tradition. Just as we experience God through the resurrected Christ and celebrate 

God’s presence in communion, Jewish tradition lifts up Torah as God’s presence. But both 

traditions use these symbols to point us toward our relationship to God and one another. In fact, 

we can find that in the scripture of every great religion: the Dhammapada of Buddhism, the 

Bhagavad-Gita of Hinduism, the Koran of Islam. It’s also found in the traditions of Native 

American spirituality. Love and devotion to the Holy and to the creation is at the root of all our 

faiths because we all drink from the same well; we’re planted beside the same stream. 

 

 That stream runs through the cosmos. It flows through us all. It is our Mother, our 

Teacher and our Guide. That’s why the psalmist sings. So we don’t need to hold onto our old 

assumptions. We can celebrate the Law just as Jesus did. We can give thanks for Torah and 

allow it to shape us. We can be planted like trees beside a stream where our roots run deep and 

our spirits are fed with the very presence of God. 

 

Amen 


