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Our Cluster service at Mount Lehman United on Ash Wednesday involved 

candlelight, scripture, the imposition of ashes and, of course, simple, repetitive chance in

the style of Taizé in France.

An hour of that might sound like hell to some people, but for me it was one of the 

most spiritual experiences I've had in a while. Taize is my jam.

One of the songs goes like this:

"Bless the Lord, my soul, and bless God's holy name. Bless the Lord, my soul, 

who leads me into life."

After the service, someone asked me, "What does it mean to "bless the Lord"? 

Isn't it God who blesses us?"

What is a blessing, anyway? When we "count our blessings," often we think about

material things: I have a roof over my head, food in the fridge, a car, a job that lets me 

afford these things. If God blesses us by giving us the things we need, then, yeah, how 

would we bless the Lord? What things could we give God?

This Taizé chant is based on Psalm 103, which says:
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1 Bless the LORD, O my soul,

and all that is within me,

bless his holy name.

2 Bless the LORD, O my soul,

and do not forget all his benefits—

3 who forgives all your iniquity,

who heals all your diseases,

4 who redeems your life from the Pit,

who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy,

5 who satisfies you with good as long as you live 

so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.

Likewise in our Old Testament reading from Genesis, God says, "Go from your 

country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you. I will 

make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you 

will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will 

curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed."

I notice something. When God sends Abram away, God does not send him away 

from material possessions, but from his country and his kindred and his father's house. 
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God does not promise to give him lots of stuff, but rather to make of him a great nation 

to make his name great. Later on, God's promise concerns his children: "to your 

offspring I will give this land." And as he travels, what threats does he repeatedly face? 

Not a threat to his possessions, but to his family connections and his lineage: the crises 

concern Abram's and Sarai's fertility, and Sarai's possible abduction and forced marriage.

In our time, the focal institution of life and society is the economy, and the 

corresponding value is independence and control of your environment: producing or 

possessing enough economic value in yourself to secure and control your present and 

future.

But in the Ancient Middle East and perhaps also still today, the central institution 

was the (extended) family, and the central value was belonging. Your safety, success and

power depended on who you knew, who knew you, your network of mutual obligations.1

So when God tells Abram to leave his country, his kindred, his father's house, that 

should land on ears exactly like Jesus telling his disciples to abandon their possessions 

and hit the road.

I realize I still haven't answered the question, "What does it mean for us to bless 

God?"

1 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, Third Ed. (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 29.
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The simple answer is that to bless someone is also to praise them: "Bless the 

Lord" means "proclaim the blessings that God has given me."

But I think we also bless God in other ways. The Biblical worldview stresses 

belonging and family ties. It stresses relationship. Jesus, fully human, is the Son of God. 

God says to Israel, "you shall be my people and I shall be your God." God says to the 

king, "You are my son; today I have begotten you." The Bible says our actions can bring 

God joy, grief, sadness and anger. I believe that in some way God is a part of me, and 

that I am a part of God. Jay McDaniel says that God is the fellow sufferer who 

understands; God is also the fellow enjoyer who co-enjoys.2

God says that he has given Abram these blessings so that he will be a blessing. 

God will bless him, he will bless the world. And we, the world, will in turn bless God. 

But in blessing God we do not only praise God. We also benefit God. God feels our joy 

at the blessings we received. God feels the joy of those who receive our blessings.

We, like Abram, have received blessings; we, like Abram, are thus commissioned 

to spread those blessings. So, here is the Lenten discipline I would commend to you this 

week: use your blessings to bless someone else. Once per day, use what you have been 

given to do something for someone else. Maybe out of your financial blessings, you can 

pay for someone's coffee or give a gift. But remember that Abram's blessings come not 

2 "God in Process Theology: Six Approaches," Slideshow, Cobb Institute, https://cobb.institute/educators-toolbox/god-in-
process-theology-six-approaches/.
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in the form of stuff, necessarily, but also in social power and in the blessing of a family. 

Maybe you can give someone the gift of belonging by including them in a conversation 

or a social event. Maybe you can use your social power and connections to make a space

for others to speak; to amplify the voices of those often pushed to the side; to lend your 

voice to a cause.

I will invite you report back in a week about how, through God's blessing, you 

became a blessing to others.

In so doing, you will indeed "bless the Lord."
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