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The 23rd is such a powerful Psalm. Many of us hear it and are drawn to the last solemn occasion where we heard it. I admit that I associate it often with funerals and death. For many, the image of the valley of the shadow of death has trumped the other images. 

But, these 6 verses are a promise of comfort and care throughout our life. They have spoken to those in desperation and in exile, who are seeking green pasture and safe harbor.  They speak to the hungry, thirsty, and tired, to the fearful, neglected, and homeless, to the sinful and lost, to the burdened and busy, to me and to you. Through the help of the Holy Spirit and some of our younger friends, who do not have the same entrenched thoughts about this Psalm, I hope that those of us who have put Psalm 23 aside “for emergency use only” will bring it back out for all the days of our lives.

Not surprisingly, this Psalm was foundational to the early church, as well.  But the context in which they knew it best was baptism and first communion. They “sang Psalm 23 as the baptized person emerged from the font and proceeded into the newly illumined church for the Eucharist.” It is exciting to me that today we share this Psalm and will partake of the Lord’s Supper. Perhaps we may begin to reclaim this early church association of the 23 Psalm with God’s table.

As has been my custom over the past nine months, when I approach a biblical text, especially one on which I will preach, I like to invite the Holy Spirit to reveal God’s meaning through the voices of our community. That is a fancy way of saying that I need a lot of help to do this stuff, so I ask enlightened people like our children’s Sunday school class and Bob Golden.  

Love

Our Sunday school students had some very insightful responses to this Psalm. One of the first responses struck me with its smart and thorough simplicity. One nine-year old said plainly, “Love.” This particular word does not appear explicitly anywhere in the 23 Psalm, but I believe he is right on. It is as if he had already read the selected New Testament passage for the day, which echoes the Good Shepherd’s love more overtly.
Just to refresh… I John3:16 says: We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us--and  we ought to lay down our lives for one another.  3:22 and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey  his commandments and do what pleases him.  3:23 And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the  name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just  as he has commanded us.”  
So, not only is “God our shepherd” and “we shall not want”, but at times we need to shepherd each other in humble loving ways. So you heard it here first, the 23rd Psalm is no longer a funeral text, it is just all about love. When you need some love, you know where to go. Which may sound sarcastic, but I mean it honestly and sincerely.

Bob

Just to make sure I had all my bases covered, I had to ask Bob Golden about the meaning of the text for him, too. I expected him to know it by heart, because that is the kind of disciple that Bob is, and he does. I expected that he might share what it has meant to him in the last year through his battle at the VA and finding himself in a new land of itself, away from his home and now away from his wife. However, I did not expect the intensity or specific story, with which he did reply.  

Many of you know that Bob served our country in WWII, but I am certain that few of you know the specifics. He was in the trenches. There literally were bombs flying overhead and all around. He prayed this Psalm over and over again hoping that the next bomb did not have his name on it. He was literally in the valley of the shadow of death.  
When I was studying the text in Hebrew, it became miraculous to me how specific God’s word can be for us. What we often read as “He leads me in right paths” can also be right entrenchments. The power and comfort of God’s word for us in our specific need overwhelms me. To have God’s word stored in our minds and hearts like Bob does, like Psalm 23, may truly rescue us, if not physically, then spiritually and emotionally.  God’s word saves us.

Community: Sabbath

This Psalm not only has the power to speak to each of us individually in our daily lives, and in our darkest moments as with Bob, but it speaks to us as a community. It has spoken to us as an exiled community in search of those green pastures and resting places, in search of God’s house to return to and dwell in. It has spoken to the community of the early church as they gathered for baptism and first communion, especially with the resounding images of water and nourishment. It has spoken to us as a community at funerals and in times of mourning. It speaks to us as a community of hope and the promise of God’s comfort and care for us. 

As I have been reading these words over the past month, I hear God’s call for our community to Sabbath, leading us to pastures he makes us lie down”… “still waters”….another translation for “still” is resting place. God leads us to the resting place.  God “restores our soul” or alternatively “our life, our self, our person, our desire, our appetite, our emotion, our passion.” God even prepares the table for us and anoints us and fills our cup to overflowing. Will we be the sheep that thinks they know where greener pasture is and wanders off to find it? I surely have been this lone sheep and will likely be again, but I do not recall finding any greener pastures that were not a mirage.  So, will we follow the Good Shepherd, return to the Good Shepherd, dwell in the home of the Shepherd, who knows specifically how to care for us?  
The commandment to Sabbath is clear and pertains even in our most important and busiest times: For six days you shall work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even in ploughing time and in harvest time you shall rest. God does not give us this commandment to be a rule-making inconvenience in our lives, but because the Good Shepherd knows how to care for the sheep. Listen for God’s call to Sabbath in your life and consider ways to follow the Shepherd to lie down in the green pasture.

“Return and Repent”
Aside from the call to Sabbath, God’s word for me in this text revolves around right paths and repentance. The Hebrew word shoov or meaning “turn, return, repent, be restored” shows up twice. First God returns life to us, restores us in verse three and then we turn, return to God and dwell in God’s house in the last verse. I don’t know if it is my generation, me, or Christians that have become apologetic for sin, but I love to focus on the love of God and the love of Jesus, the forgiveness. I figure Jesus has already worked out the reconciliation thing, so why do I need to focus on the sin and judgment?  

I don’t know that we must focus on it, but this Psalm does remind me to constantly turn to God and that God will help me in turning and in finding the “right paths.” God turns us, leads us, or comforts us nine times in this Psalm, but we must repent, follow and dwell, too.  
I hope you have seen and continue to see the living and breathing power of the Word of God.  God’s word speaks to us as individuals and as community. This Psalm, God’s word, does not just speak to us in one place at one time, but God’s word meets us where we are in our lives. It means comfort, love, support and protection, and survival.  

God’s word, especially this Psalm is not for emergency use only, but for daily use. It is a place to dwell and to return to again and again. Be ready for God to show up for you, be revealed to you, in and through the Word. This is not an old testament, but a living one.  Amen.

