
Phil Smith 

I teach at George Fox University in Newberg, Oregon. My sister-in-
law, Janie Bates, also lives in town—it's nice to have relatives close 
by! My wife, Karen, took this picture at Janie's house. Besides writ-
ing for Fruit of the Vine, I write philosophy books and novels, such 
as The Heart of the Sea and Buying the Bangkok Girl. I’m electroni-
cally publishing a science fiction novel called Castles on my blog, 
storymeaning.blogspot.com. 
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Sunday 
January 11 

Pilgrims’ Song 1  
Ministers Praise God 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 134:1-3 
In our Bibles, Psalms 120–134 bear the title, “A song of as-
cents.” After return from the exile in Babylon, Jewish scribes 
collected the songs of ascents into a group and placed them 
together in the larger arrangement of the Psalter. Scholars 
believe they were used as “pilgrims’ songs”; we can imagine 
Jewish families or village groups in Jesus’ day traveling to 
Jerusalem for one of the annual feasts and singing these songs 
on the way. Once they arrived in Jerusalem, the songs of as-
cents may have been used in temple worship too. 

Pilgrimage has long been used as a metaphor for the 
spiritual life. The people of God are people “on the way.” The 
New Testament tells us that Christians have received the Holy 
Spirit as a “deposit” guaranteeing what will come in the fu-
ture (2 Corinthians 5:5). In this life, people of faith are always 
looking forward to what God has for us. In the next two 
weeks, I invite you to dip into the songs of ascents, to reflect 
on some aspects of our pilgrimage. 

We begin with the last pilgrims’ song because it is so 
short. Here the pilgrims sing encouragement to the servants of 
the Lord, those privileged to minister in the temple. To Chris-
tians, these words take on a different meaning. We no longer 
believe that ministry is limited to Aaronic priests in a physi-
cal temple. When we sing to God’s “ministers,” we sing to the 
priesthood of all believers wherever they are: 

Lift up your hands and praise the Lord! 

SONG: I Love Thy Kingdom, Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Pray by name for God’s  

blessing on a pastor you know. 
—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
January 12 

Pilgrims’ Song 2  
The Deceitful Enemy 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 120:1-7 
“You’re infamous on YouTube, you know,” my friend said. 
“Someone took a portion of the Q&A session, the part where 
the little kid asked a question, and then edited it to make you 
look like a condescending jerk.” 

“Save me, Lord, from lying lips...” (v. 2)! Or unfair film 
editors, as the case may be. 

Does it seem odd that those who set their hearts on 
pilgrimage become the targets of deceit? Perhaps this happens 
more often when pilgrims speak publicly for their faith. It may 
be that the psalmist was an official of some sort in Israel, 
maybe a king, whose enemies slandered him. If so, we have 
no idea what their disagreement was, but we read in the 
psalm how painful it was to be the target of lies. 

(Parenthetical comment for those of us who enjoy the 
freedoms of democracy: It is a shameful thing when Christians 
stoop to political slander. Do we really want to cause hurt just 
because someone’s views are different? Let’s use freedom of 
speech responsibly.) 

“Woe to me!” the psalmist says. Meshech and Kedar are 
real places, distant from Judah, and very distant from each 
other. We might paraphrase: “Too long have I lived in Ulan 
Bator and Antarctica!” We long to live in the kingdom of 
righteousness, peace, and joy (Romans 14:17), but we find 
ourselves far away, in a place of envy, lies, and ill-will.  

Remember, we are on the way. If people spoke against 
Jesus, they will speak against us. Keep your eyes on the prize. 

SONG: We’re Marching to Zion 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father in heaven, please help 

me to be a child of peace, no matter what others say. 
—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
January 13 

Pilgrims’ Song 3 
God’s Care 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 121:1-8 
“My help comes from the LORD,  

the maker of heaven and earth” (v. 2). 

No wonder this pilgrim song is so well known. We love its 
assurance that God is watching over us. 

But remember that we are pilgrims. Maybe we should 
always read Psalm 121 in conjunction with Psalm 120. Re-
member the part about slander? 

“He will not let your foot slip” (v. 3). True! But I have 
seen Christians (including me) fall into sin. 

“The sun will not harm you by day, nor the moon at 
night” (v. 6). Amen! But cancer hurts believers as much as 
unbelievers. 

“The Lord will keep you from all harm” (v. 7). Wonder-
ful! But murderers and thieves victimize God’s people every 
day. 

My object is not to throw skeptical ashes on the fruit of 
faith. I want us to read our pilgrim song the way it ought to be 
read. Imagine the pilgrims to 
Jerusalem in Jesus’ day. As they 
sang this song, surely they were 
aware of disease and death, unfair 
taxes, and the Roman occupiers. 
When we as pilgrims read of God’s 
care for us we do not ignore the 
hard things of life. No, we look past them to an eternal home: 
“the Lord will watch over your coming and going both now 
and forevermore” (v. 8). 

SONG: It Is Well with My Soul 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, I welcome your 

presence in my walk today. I will trust you. 
—Phil Smith 

Share your thoughts with the writer and 
other readers in the Fruit of the Vine 
community. Use the simple sign up at 
www.myFriendsCommunity.com 
to join the conversation. 
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Wednesday 
January 14 

Pilgrims’ Song 4 
The City of God 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 122:1-9 
Pilgrims before Christ, and in Jesus’ lifetime, had one destina-
tion: Jerusalem. Jewish national and religious identity focused 
on Jerusalem, the city David made his capital and the location 
of God’s temple. Pilgrims longed to see Jerusalem, to stand 
inside its gates, to see symbols of David’s royal house (even  
in later ages, when foreigners ruled the land), and to worship 
in God’s temple. Pilgrims prayed for God’s protection and 
blessing on Jerusalem, not just to benefit people who lived in 
the city, but “for the sake of the house of the Lord our God”  
(v. 9). 

The physical temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 
A.D. Symbolically, though, Jerusalem is still the object of our 
pilgrimage. We look for the “the Holy City, the new Jerusa-
lem” (Revelation 21:2). Like pilgrims in the ancient world, we 
seek to live under the rule of God. 

Our pilgrimage has a mysterious quality. Saint 
Augustine wrote that while we live in the “city of man” with 
its earthly concerns, we are at the same time citizens of “the 
city of God” by faith. As citizens of the heavenly city, our 
pilgrimage aims at holiness and the fruit of the Spirit. We aim 
to become the persons God intended for us to be—lovers of 
God and lovers of neighbor. 

SONG: Bring Forth the Kingdom 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Pray for the peace of  

Jerusalem—both for the particular city in Israel and for the 
City of God present by God’s grace all around the world. 

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
January 15 

Pilgrims’ Song 5 
The Master’s Mercy 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 123:1-4 
It would be easy to misunderstand this psalm. At first blush 
someone might read it as the plea of a penitent sinner, a slave 
looking up at his disapproving master, hoping not to be pun-
ished for some misdeed. God is the sharp-eyed mistress, from 
whose hand the maid hopes to receive some sign of peace  
(v. 2). 

Remember, though, that this is a song for pilgrims. The 
key is in verses three and four: “…have mercy on us for we 
have endured no end of contempt.” Imagine the way pilgrims 
in Jesus’ day would have sung this song (including Joseph and 
Mary, perhaps). They would remember Israel’s long history, 
how their nation went into captivity, how God brought them 
back to the land, and how successive foreign powers 
(Babylonians, Persians, Seleucids, Romans) have ruled the 
land with only short periods of Jewish independence. God’s 
people feel like slaves, because they are slaves, slaves of 
proud pagans who mock Jewish religion (v. 4). For centuries 
God’s people “endured no end of contempt.” 

No wonder, then, that the pilgrims look to God as their 
true master, their true mistress. Seleucids or Romans (in a 
later century, Nazis) strut about as masters, but God’s people 
look to God for mercy. 

God’s mercy offers hope against the arrogant powers of 
the world—military and cultural. No matter how much the 
world opposes the kingdom of peace, we look to the hand of 
our true Master. 

SONG: O the Deep, Deep Love of Jesus  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Father, may your kingdom 

come. Make me a servant of the kingdom today. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
January 16 

Pilgrims’ Song 6 
God’s Deliverance 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 124:1-8 
Pilgrimage is, almost by definition, hard. Don’t confuse pil-
grimage with packing up the car for a family road trip. (Eight 
Smiths in one Ford Country Squire wagon, no air-
conditioning, driving to Colorado in June 1967—even that was 
not a pilgrimage. That was a vacation. We did it for fun.) 
Pilgrims cook, eat, sleep, and bathe (if possible) while on the 
road. The destination may seem impossibly far away. And if 
Seleucid or Roman soldiers man all the checkpoints and 
crossroads, one could easily wonder whether pilgrimage is 
worth doing. 

It helps to remember God’s deliverances in the past. 
Imagine a voice at the campfire, after a day’s journey: “Do you 
remember when God brought us out of captivity? Nebuchad-
nezzar took the king, his officers, the priests, and so many 
people. We were helpless—slaves in Babylon. But Babylon 
fell to the Persians! And then Cyrus let us go, just when 
Jeremiah predicted. The great empires disappear, but we are 
still here!” 

The pilgrims sing, “We have escaped like a bird out of 
the fowler’s snare” (v. 7). That isn’t the way it’s supposed to 
work. The birds that survive and raise their young are those 
that don’t wander into fowlers’ traps. The birds’ rule of snares 
is: once you’re in, you’re done for. But God is the one who can 
break traps and set people free. 

SONG: I Will Call upon the Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Remembering your past  

goodness, Lord, I press on toward the prize. 
—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
January 17 

Pilgrims’ Song 7 
Those Who Trust in the Lord 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 125:1-5 
“As the mountains surround Jerusalem,  

so the LORD surrounds his people…” (v. 2). 

Don’t fill your mind with the wrong picture. Jerusalem is not 
ringed by mountains the way, for example, mountains sur-
round Whistler, B.C. There is no “Mount Zion Ski Resort.” 

But Jerusalem is about 2500 feet above sea level, in the 
Judean hill country. Imagine yourself as a pilgrim heading for 
Jerusalem (on foot!) from the Mediterranean shore (sea level) 
or from Galilee (about 700 feet below sea level) or the Jordan 
valley near the Dead Sea (another 700 feet down). That’s a lot 
of uphill hiking! Pilgrims to Jerusalem would be very aware of 
the mountains. 

The pilgrims sing out encouragement to each other as 
they climb dusty hills: “Those who trust in the Lord are like 
Mount Zion…” (v. 1). The image here is solidity, strength, and 
dependability. Do you long for security? Trust in the Lord! 

But our song is not Pollyanna’s. Pilgrims on this journey 
know that sometimes God’s people suffer under the rule of 
unjust pagan empires. Our song does not deny that God-
denying people sometimes hold worldly power, but it says 
their scepter will not endure (v. 3). God will bring justice to 
both the upright and the wicked (vv. 4-5). 

The pilgrims’ song calls us to clear-eyed, clear-thinking 
trust in God. Our journey may be uphill, dry, and hot. Keep 
moving anyway. The Lord surrounds you as the mountains 
surround Jerusalem. 

SONG: O rest in the Lord, wait patiently for him,  
And he shall give thee thy heart’s desires.  
(from the oratorio Elijah)  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Eternal God, the world  
offers false securities. I trust you. 

—Phil Smith 





27 

Sunday 
January 18 

Pilgrims’ Song 8 
Amazing Grace 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 126:1-6 
You’ve heard the proverb: “If it sounds too good to be true, it 
probably is.” But sometimes…. 

Ancient Israel was a small country, trapped between two 
great civilizations built on the agricultural wealth of the Nile 
and Mesopotamia. From a political/military point of view, it 
is no surprise that Israel enjoyed national independence for a 
relatively short time before it was absorbed by one of the great 
empires. And so, like so many other small nations in the 
history of the world, Israel disappeared, never to be remem-
bered. But sometimes…. 

We pilgrims sing songs of the amazing acts of God. At 
the time, it seemed beyond belief, but God brought exiles back 
from Babylon to Jerusalem. Dreams became reality, and the 
returnees shouted, laughed, and cried (vv. 1-3). Israel, in spite 
of a small population, limited military power, and unremark-
able art (except for some magnificent poetry), would outlive 
all the empires of Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon. 

Centuries later, a new empire would rule the world: 
Rome. Eventually, Jewish patriotism produced desperate wars 
against the empire, and the zealots called on God to fight for 
them. They lost. Jerusalem was sacked, the temple destroyed, 
and almost all Jews entered a permanent diaspora. Today, 
more Jews live in America than anywhere else. 

But wait. Before the war (a mere generation before), God 
acted again. Mark 1:1: “The beginning of the gospel about 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” With Mary, we say: “The Lord 
has done great things for us” (v. 3 and Luke 1:49). 

SONG: Amazing Grace  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Through Jesus, you embrace  

the whole world. Holy God, thank you. 
—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
January 19 

Pilgrims’ Song 9 
A House from God 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 127:1-5 
“So, you want to get married. Your mother and I have a song 
we’d like to sing for you.” 

Pilgrims’ songs aren’t always political. They don’t al-
ways focus on Jerusalem or the temple. Occasionally, pilgrim 
parents sing wisdom for their children. Notice that the tradi-
tional title for this psalm says it is “of Solomon.” Whether 
written by Solomon or someone else, it gives wise advice for 
those who want to “build a house.”  

“Priorities, my son! More important than the house 
where you live, more important than the income that pays the 
bills, certainly more important than that car you want to buy, 
and even more important than the education I want you to 
get—set your heart on God!”  

Notice that the song doesn’t condemn building a house, 
nor does it say cities shouldn’t have police. We ought to build 
as well as we can. Watchmen ought to stand guard diligently. 
But without God’s blessing, our efforts fall to the ground. 

There’s the blessing of house (v. 1) and business or farm 
(v. 2), but to ancient people the blessing of children (vv. 3-5) 
was greater. All three come from God, the pilgrim parents say. 
And in a world without retirement plans or health insurance, 
to have a “quiver” of sons is a protection in old age. (I had a 
cousin who thought a “quiver full” would be at least six sons. 
In my own experience, two sons were plenty!) 

SONG: All Good Gifts 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Lord, for earthly 

blessings. I acknowledge your blessing on my house. 
—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
January 20 

Pilgrims’ Song 10 
May the Lord Bless You 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 128:1-6 
Do we bless people? 

I’ve noticed something. In our culture people are really 
adept at criticizing, condemning, or cursing each other. Our 
political talk shows specialize in criticism and condemnation. 
Movies and TV programs teem with characters who curse and 
destroy their enemies. 

What a contrast with today’s pilgrims’ song! The pil-
grims sing to each other: “May the Lord bless you from Zion…
may you see the prosperity of Jerusalem…may you live to see 
your children’s children” (vv. 5-6). And the Bible gives us 
other examples of people pronouncing blessing on each other. 
(For examples, see Ruth 2:4 or Numbers 6:22-27.) In ancient 
Israel, blessing was part of ordinary life as well as community 
worship. 

Thoughtful Christians might well insist that we ought to 
bless people with our lives. Our actions bless others more 
than our words. I’m convinced that’s right. And yet, I suspect 
we miss something wonderful by not blessing in words. 

At the close of recent Yearly Meetings we’ve parted by 
singing: “Grace to you, grace to you, God’s great grace to you. 
As you walk through your life, in joy or in strife, God’s great 
grace to you.” Wonderful! 

When it comes to speaking blessing, I’m as much a 
beginner as anyone. Blessing is just not a “thing” in our cul-
ture. Beyond “Have a good day,” we haven’t learned to bless. 
Maybe we could, with a little practice, learn to bless. 

May you see the prosperity and peace of Jerusalem! 
(Wouldn’t you love to see peace in Jerusalem?) 

SONG: Grace to You  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Spirit, show me someone  

today to whom I can speak a word of blessing. 
—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
January 21 

Pilgrims’ Song 11 
No Blessing for… 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 129:1-8 
Pilgrims climbing the hills to Jerusalem had plenty of time to 
meditate on the nation’s history. Slavery in Egypt, the absorp-
tion of the northern kingdom Israel into the Assyrian Empire, 
exile of Judah in Babylon, and then servitude under Persian, 
Seleucid, and Roman rulers. By Jesus’ day, the pilgrims’ song 
had many centuries of experience behind it: “They have 
greatly oppressed me…Plowmen have plowed my back and 
made their furrows long” (vv. 1, 3). The pilgrims’ song also 
expressed confidence in God; in spite of all their “plowing,” 
their enemies have not destroyed Israel (vv. 2, 4). 

In sharp contrast with the posture of blessing in Psalm 
128, this song curses “all who hate Zion” (v. 5). The song 
prays for shame and frustration for the enemies of Israel. 
Oppressors have “plowed” Israel; the song prays that they 
“reap” nothing good (v. 7). The song specifically prays that 
the enemy not be blessed in the name of the Lord (v. 8). 

What should Christians say about this? Should we pro-
nounce curses on God’s enemies? No. Jesus said we are to 
love like God, who sends sunshine and rain for righteous and 
unrighteous alike (Matthew 5:45). Jesus undoubtedly knew 
this pilgrim song, but he did not endorse its curses. His gospel 
drew in the foreigner as well as the Jew. Judgment against 
“those who hate Zion” belongs to God, not us. 

SONG: What does the Lord require of thee? What does 
the Lord require of thee? To love justice, and love mercy, and 
walk humbly with your God.  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I pray for those  
who oppose your kingdom, that your grace will triumph  
over all resistance.  

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
January 22 

Pilgrims’ Song 12 
Lord Have Mercy 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 130:1-8 
In contrast with Psalm 129, the gospel of Christ emphatically 
endorses the themes of Psalm 130. In this song the pilgrim 
acknowledges his sin and cries for mercy (vv. 1-2). The pil-
grim’s plea for mercy leans with absolute confidence on the 
forgiveness and unfailing love of God (vv. 4, 7). Looking for-
ward, the pilgrim hopes for a good future based on the word 
of the Lord (vv. 5-6, 8). 

We might call this the psychology of repentance: humil-
ity, confession, confidence, and hope. When Jesus and his 
apostles preached that people should repent and believe the 
good news, they were preaching the whole package of Psalm 
130. When we cry out to God, “Let your ears be attentive to 
my cry for mercy” (v. 2), we humbly confess both our sin and 
our confidence that God will forgive. 

It is no wonder, then, that the phrase, Kyrie eleison, 
“Lord have mercy” (from the story of the tax collector, Luke 
18:13, and the story of Bartimaeus, Mark 10:46-48) entered 
into the liturgy of early Greek speaking churches. Even today, 
many churches use these Greek words without translating 
them in much the same way we use Hebrew words like 
“hallelujah” and “amen.”  

Repentance comes at the beginning of our pilgrimage, 
and at every stage when we become aware of sin. From out of 
the depths we call to God. 

SONG: You make beautiful things out of the dust; you 
make beautiful things out of us. You make me new; you are 
making me new. 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, have mercy. I trust you. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
January 23 

Pilgrims’ Song 13 
The Weaned Soul 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 131: 1-3 
In the ancient world and in many traditional societies, chil-
dren nursed at their mothers’ breast for three or four years. In 
contrast to typical practice in our culture, most children his-
torically were weaned as children, able to run, play, talk and 
argue. Imagine, then, the confrontation between mother and 
child, a contest of wills that would have been familiar to 
everyone in the ancient world.  

The child has been eating some regular food for two or 
three years—but he has been enjoying also the intimacy and 
comfort of mother’s milk. But now mother denies him. He 
begs and cries. She turns him away. Some children accept the 
change quickly, but others throw tantrums. They argue, they 
stamp their feet, and they pout. “You don’t love me anymore!” 
In the end, the mother wins. The child stops whining and 
comes to her side, not for the old nourishment but for the 
embrace of a more mature relationship. 

Today’s pilgrim song uses this image to represent the 
soul’s relationship to God, who, when we were new believers, 
gave us all we needed in intimate nourishment. But there 
comes a time in the soul’s pilgrimage when God does not 
supply the “spiritual milk” we enjoyed so much. God seems 
distant, even absent, and we beg and cry for the feelings we 
used to have. When the tantrum is over, the weaned soul 
learns to rest with God.  

SONG: Ten Thousand Reasons (Bless the Lord,  
O My Soul) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: God of redemption,  
you are like a mother to me; I rest in your embrace. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
January 24 

Pilgrims’ Song 14 
God’s Promise to David  

BIBLE READING: Psalm 132:11-18 
Psalm 132 is far longer than the other pilgrim songs. Verses  
1-10 tell how King David brought the ark of the covenant  
to Jerusalem. The pilgrims pray (v. 10) for God to bless “your 
anointed one,” so this song may have been written before the 
exile, when descendants of David still sat on his throne. 

Verses 11-18 rehearse God’s promise to David, a crucial 
part of Israel’s national self-understanding. David’s sons will 
always rule Israel (so long as they are faithful). Just as impor-
tant: the temple in Jerusalem is the resting place on earth for 
God’s presence. We can imagine generations of pilgrims sing-
ing this song as they climbed the hills to Jerusalem. 

As time passed, the promise created puzzles. Babylon 
took the king captive and destroyed the temple. Had Israel’s 
disobedience abrogated God’s promise? Would God restore 
the throne to David, perhaps through Zerubbabel? (See Haggai 
2:20-23) Was the restoration temple (so much smaller!) a 
sufficient home for God? Much later: did the magnificent 
temple built by the murdering tyrant Herod the Great truly 
honor God? 

The gospel says that God’s promises have held true, 
though not in the way the pilgrims may have expected. The 
kings of Judah were not faithful to God, yet God raised up the 
Messiah from David’s family anyway. Jesus, the servant of 
Yahweh, gave himself as a sin sacrifice once for all, making 
Herod’s temple merely a monument to his ego. Believers are 
the true temples of the Spirit. 

SONG: Oceans 
Spirit, lead me where my trust is without borders 
Let me walk upon the waters wherever you would call me. 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: I am yours, and you are mine. 
—Phil Smith 


