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“Still Waters or Choppy Seas” — April 21, 2013
Psalm 23 (King James Version)
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
2 He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.

3 He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.

4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.

5 Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.


John 10:27-28 NRSV
My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand.

This wonderful and heartfelt psalm has taken on additional meaning, at least for me, in light of the tragic events in Boston in this week. And it is only the older translations, such as the King James Version, which preserve the intensity of verse 4. Today’s Hebrew scholars may be right in making the word divisions at a different place and coming up with “the darkest valley” instead of “the valley of the shadow of death,” but I needed to hear the old version, which, at the very least, is an important piece of English language literature, and a meaningful saying in its own right, even if scholars now prefer a different translation. In this case, I’m not worried about precise translation but about meaning and value in life, Right now my ears need to hear: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for you are with me; your rod and your staff—they comfort me.” This conveys a message of God’s comfort and assistance, and yet a realism about the tragic violence of this world, and the danger that is all around us.

As I came back on Monday from my seminary class, walking from the Back Bay train station to the Copley subway station, I did not think I was walking under a shadow of death, but this has now become the valley of the shadow of death, with heart-rending memorials to the Boston Marathon killings. And for the residents of the quiet neighborhood of Watertown, their town fell under the same shadow for a while. Is it really possible to fear no evil, at a time like this? 

It may not be entirely possible. Believers often hold themselves to a very high standard, and they sometimes beat themselves up if they don’t live up to it. But we should have some mercy on ourselves and not feel guilty if we cannot live up to a perfect standard of fearlessness, or to a standard of perfect forgiveness. I want to say that believers will usually not be able to live up to our highest principles, but we do not abandon them. We persist in holding up the ideal, knowing that we will fall short. That is one of my messages today, and I’ve stated it here at the beginning. I need to dig more meaning out of this psalm, including verse 4, but first let us start at the beginning.

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” In the Ancient Near East, the shepherd was a common metaphor for a good, protective king or leader. It occurs in the prophets, as when Jeremiah says “I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge and understanding” (Jer 3:15), and later, “I will raise up shepherds over them who will shepherd them, and they shall not fear any longer” (23:4). But those are future promises; Jeremiah criticizes the leaders of his day as bad shepherds: “the shepherds have destroyed my vineyard,” “the shepherds are stupid, and do not inquire of the Lord,” and, “their shepherds have lead them astray” (12:10; 10:21; 50:6). In his contemporary, Ezekiel, we read: “you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep?” (Ezek 34:2).

So shepherds can be good or bad; that is, leaders can be good or bad. Obviously, in our psalm, God is a kind and protective leader. In fact, verse 2: “He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths.” Hear the peacefulness of green grass and trickling waters, nature echoing the warm and fruitful relationship between God and the psalmist. There is no snake in this grass; no undertow in this water. This is really not about nature, I don’t think, but about appreciating God, feeling confident in God’s guidance, which makes all the world seem peaceful. And that is confirmed by verse 3, which is all about God: “he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake.” This is God as life-giver, heart-strengthener, and life-guide. This is God as Way-Shower and En-courager, the one who places courage in our hearts.

But then comes our realistic line, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for you are with me; your rod and your staff—they comfort me.” The author knows what spiritual trust is, knows how to keep steady in the midst of a tumultuous and dangerous environment. Can we keep steady when all around us are stressed and angry? Did you see what I saw on Friday, how stressed people were, how unsafe they felt when the second bomber was on the loose somewhere in Boston? I think many people were internalizing the message that they were unsafe, and it affected how they drove and how they behaved. This all changed on Saturday morning, when we learned that the second killer had been caught. There was a huge sense of relief. It is understandable that we are affected by our environment this way. We are vulnerable creatures! But we believers know that we cannot afford to be helpless products of our environment, swung one way or the other by external events. As Isaiah said, “you keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee” (Isa 26:3 RSV). 

That is also the essence of the line, “I will fear no evil”: knowing that God will lead us to the perfect day, even if it lies just out of our reach now. The hope for it is not out of reach. The mind stayed on God, is not out of reach. That is something we can have now. 

And a sense of triumph can be had now, even in the face of enemies. As the Psalmist writes, “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies” (v. 5); in other words, the enemies will be restrained, unable to do anything, while I sit down to eat. And so the psalmist feels blessed by God, and says “my cup overflows.”

He feels confident about God’s protection in this lifetime, and so he says “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long” (v. 6). But notice how attached he is to this lifetime; and that makes the poem seem a bit over-confident. Can he really be sure he will dwell safely throughout this lifetime, in this dangerous world?

We may not know everything, but we can be confident about Jesus, our creator, our savior, and the Pioneer of our salvation, is certainty about the long term, especially certainty about the afterlife. 
Confidence about our permanence, and certainty about Jesus’ promises about the afterlife are not out of reach, as Jesus tells us in the Gospel reading for today, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand” (John 10:27-28). You can snatch away a Christian’s physical life. And accidents can do this too, such as the earthquake in China, which killed 150. Earth life can be snatched away in a heartbeat. But no one can snatch away the eternal life of someone who knows who the Good Shepherd is. We know who “restores our soul.”

Our Good Shepherd is our cosmic leader, our sure protector. In the history of Christian art, the Good Shepherd is an older image than the cross. It connects the most beautiful Old Testament imagery with some of the most tender New Testament passages. The Good Shepherd was willing to give up his life for his sheep, because he knew he had the power to raise it up again. During his lifetime, he always had his mind stayed on God. And he was always able to feed his sheep. Even now, he feeds us—with truth. This is living truth, a live faith-connection with him and the Father, through the Spirit.

That is the source of our confidence, our surety about the long-term. His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me.

We become more mature as we take a more long-term view. That is the definition of maturity: we are less distressed about the present, more focused on the long run. Even when things are going badly, we know that “goodness and mercy” will always “follow.” We know whose we are.

