We Are Travelers 						1/30/44





Scripture:  Psalm 121





The 121st Psalm has been called by some the “Traveler’s Psalm.”  It may have been chanted antiphonally by people as they went up to Jerusalem to the feasts.  The way was long and monotonous to foot travelers.  The sun was hot, the nights chilly, the roads dusty, the wilderness dangerous with robbers.  The chanting by people, who may have traveled in groups for sociability and safety, was one way of keeping up their spirit and relieving the monotony and apprehension of travel.





Once in a great while one hears an expression that went with life in former days when someone speaks of “Journeying mercies.”  I have heard it on the lips of one who prayed for “traveling mercies” upon those who were then en route to distant states.





The phrase “traveling mercies” had considerable meaning to those who moved about over some distances in an earlier day.  Dangerous mountain passes, trackless prairies, treacherous river crossings; extreme heat or cold; friendly or hostile people; all of these possibilities were real to the traveler.





I have always found ocean travel comfortable, at such times as I happened to be on the Pacific.  But when my grandparents crossed the Atlantic, the boat was small, the seas were rough, and there was discomfort and some danger in the crossing.  Earlier still, the sailors and passengers alike knew well the common risks of seafaring.  Violent storm or appalling calm were alike dreaded in the days of the sailing vessels.  To men and women who embarked on a voyage in those earlier times, the heartfelt wishes for safety and the hope for “traveling mercies” expressed by friends were a very real expression.  And the 121st Psalm was a comforting inspiration to many a traveler -- “The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time forth and for evermore.”





The expression “traveling mercies” is apt to sound quaint in the ears of many of us in the day of modern travel.  Two or three years ago, there was no particular seriousness nor sense of anxiety about travel.  Journeying was often a rest and relaxation.  When seeing a friend off for the Twin Cities or to Chicago, or across country to the coast on the streamliner, it hardly seemed in place to wish the traveler “journeying mercies.”  The trip in prospect would be made in safety.  One could eat excellent food, see fine scenery, ride in comfort in air conditioned coaches, usually sleep luxuriously in a fine Pullman berth.  The one who stayed behind might have less comfort than the one who traveled!  The traveler might be sent off with a box of chocolates or a book and a light-hearted “bon voyage” or “happy landings.”





Within the last two years the scene has changed again.  And the quaint old phrase might have meaning again for our modern world.  People are on the move.  And we are far more concerned for them than just that they may be fortunate enough to find a seat on a crowded train.  Peoples of the world are on the move, not for pleasure, but of necessity.  Not for fun, but because they must travel.  We are told that in our nation alone, a fifth of the population has moved during these war years.  For the entire population of the world, the figures would run into those astronomical terms in which we are accustomed to speak today (whether we know what the figures mean or not.)





Ten years ago thousands of political refugees were on the move in Europe.  During the decade since at least a million Chinese carried their civilization from their overrun eastern cities to the caves and comparative safety of the western hills.  Hundreds of thousands of women and children from Spain fled across the Pyrenees in January of 1939.  Since general warfare broke out in Europe, that unhappy continent has lost count of its refugees.  Millions are moved about for forced labor.  Thousands try to flee danger, or are crowded into mixed trains and taken like cattle to slaughter or worse.  Countless numbers of people roam the world in abject need of “traveling mercies.”





In our own land vast companies of travelers have turned into the nation’s highways and onto its railways and yes into its skyways.  Workers migrate by the hundreds of thousands to mushroomed cities around war industries.  Areas of new opportunity are being peopled by job-hungry people.  Physically, they have not fared badly.  They come in busses, on trains, in their cars.  Though crowded or restricted, they travel in comparative safety.





But their movement involves other hazards, dangers to their personality, threats to their spirit.  The stability of home, of familiar surroundings, of long established communities is left behind.  In new surroundings different sympathies and prejudices have opportunity to flare up suddenly into violence.  In the midst of trailer camps, crowded rooms, swing shifts, and the pressing compulsion of warfare it is difficult to maintain personal stability.  Bodily journeying may be safe enough.  But the trip is not “safe” for the soul.
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