I SHALL NOT LACK
Psalm 23:1
I SHALL NOT LACK


Last week I spoke about being thirsty for worship and my throat was dry. Well, here is water this week!


The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. It sounds like the first task of the Lord as our Good Shepherd is to help us change our “want-er.” My guess is that you are like I am about wants: I want stuff. If following the Lord my shepherd means that I have to quit wanting, then I may as well give up this Christian journey now. 


The psalmist seems to say, “If you don’t have something, no matter how much you crave it, you don’t really need it. If you needed it, God would have provided you with it.” Perhaps you’ve heard of the sign in the window of a general store in a small town: “If we don’t have it, you’re better off without it.”


Many of us learned Psalm 23 in the King James Version. As a matter of fact, one of the difficult decisions for our worship planning team this week was deciding which translation of Psalm 23 to use today. Because many have memorized the King James Version, this is the translation we chose: The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. The King James Version of the Bible, however, is 400 years old and uses words that mean something different in twenty-first-century English. In our modern English “to want” means “to desire,” but in Elizabethan English “to want” means “to lack, to be without something,” as in the poetic line, “for want of a nail, a shoe was lost.” 1


So now we hear, The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. Rather than changing our desires, Psalm 23 wants to change our perspective--our view of the world. And the perspective that this psalm is trying to mold for us is especially difficult in North American culture. We are driven by the marketplace that urges us to buy cars and homes and clothes and gadgets so that we can support the economy and keep jobs in the United States and help keep businesses afloat. We live in a culture based on  materialism, consumerism and capitalism. Note that all of these words I just used are not bad in themselves but become dangerous when “ism” is added to them. 

I SHALL REMEMBER

How do we followers of the Good Shepherd change our perspective and begin to view the world as this psalm suggests? How can we say and trust that The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack? According to the Bible, one of the greatest barriers to trust in the Lord is our amnesia--our forgetfulness.  One of the most important actions, therefore, is for us to remember what the Lord has done. 

For the people of Israel, this Psalm invites them to remember that the Lord took care of their needs in the wilderness. In Deuteronomy 2:7 Moses reminds them of the forty years in the wilderness: Surely the Lord your God has blessed you in all your undertakings; the Lord knows your going through this great wilderness. These forty years the Lord your God has been with you; you have lacked nothing.” (Deuteronomy 2:7). In the wilderness they did not have much, but they had what they really needed: manna (bread) from heaven, water from a rock, and a pillar of fire to guide them in straight paths. As Moses reminds them, they lacked nothing. 

As a matter of fact, just about all of Psalm 23 is a remembering of the wilderness wanderings and the faithfulness of the Lord as a Good Shepherd: leading them to green pastures and still waters and straight paths; being with them and comforting them, preparing a table in the wilderness in the presence of their enemies, following them all the days of their lives, and providing a traveling tent for them. Because the Psalmist remembers the wilderness journey and the faithfulness of the Lord, he prays, The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 

Jesus also calls us out of our amnesia and into remembrance of what the Lord has done. In the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:25-33) Jesus addresses our anxiety and calls us to remember that the Lord has taken care of us and will take care of us. “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? . . . . But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Jesus wants us to remember what the Lord has provided and to pray Psalm 23: The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 

We remember that the Lord of the Exodus from Egypt and from Babylon is also the Lord who comes as the Good Shepherd. We remember that this Good Lord takes care of the birds and the flowers. It is no coincidence that the first two affirmations of Psalm 23 come in the same breath: The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not lack.
I SHALL TRUST
Perhaps you heard this week of the survey conducted by Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life. The survey confirms trends that we have noted for years: the slipping percentage of Protestants (now down to 51 percent) and the rise of people who call themselves unaffiliated (now at 16 percent). They also tell us that 44 percent of persons in the U.S. have switched denominations or religions from the one in which they grew up. 

I heard on the radio a spoof on religion after the Pew Forum survey came out. The radio was advertising this Sunday’s “Going Out of Business” Sale for churches, synagogues and mosques. “Sunday, Sunday, Sunday. Going Out of Business Sale. Bibles for $4.99. Prayer rugs half off. Yarmulkes for $1.99!”
In a time when religion seems to be in a “Going Out of Business” Sale, Vienna Baptist Church is talking about joyful giving. Perhaps when you have been at Fairfax Heart Center, you have seen the quotation of Winston Churchill: “We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.”
In a culture that emphasizes materialism, capitalism and consumerism, we come here on Sunday and remind one another that giving is a spiritual discipline which places us in a position to receive blessings from the Holy Spirit. Now we don’t mean that if you give money to God, God will automatically give more material blessings back to you. We are talking about giving because we remember what the Good Shepherd has done and we trust the Lord for the future. 

And as we talk about giving, we are talking about the tithe. A tithe is ten percent. It’s a specific figure. As someone who used to run races, I don’t like it when someone uses the word “marathon” for “a very long distance.” Because I have run eight of them, I know for sure that a marathon is exactly 26.2 miles. As a matter of fact, each marathoner has bad things to say about the queen of England who extended the race in 1908  so she could see the finish without having to leave her home. A marathon not just a long run; it’s 26.2 miles.  And a tithe is not “some time or some money dedicated to God.” A tithe is 10 percent.  


Frederick Buechner writes, "In many cultures there is an ancient custom of giving a tenth of each year's income to some holy use. For Christians, to observe the forty days of Lent is to do the same thing with roughly a tenth of each year's days. . . . During Lent, Christians are supposed to ask one way or another what it means to be themselves.” 2


This week our devotional topic has been, “Pennies in the Fountain” with an emphasis on financial giving. In a culture of materialism, capitalism and consumerism, our church family is expecting something from each of us. We are asked to contribute our gifts of time and money through this local people of faith.


We are being asked to think and pray about how we contribute to the present and future of Vienna Baptist Church. In our worship guide is a Step It Up brochure. When I performed in wedding in a Methodist church in Raleigh last December, I found this brochure in a pew. We asked if we could borrow it and they agreed. Of course, if you read closely you will find that I neglected to change “Raleigh” to “Vienna” in one paragraph. As I have said before, we print mistakes to see if you are really reading this stuff!
This brochure helps us know what percent of our current income we are giving to the ministry and mission of Jesus Christ in Vienna (not Raleigh) through Vienna Baptist Church. If you cannot tithe this year, find out where you are on this enclosed chart and “Step It Up” one percentage point to the next level in giving. 
When we say, The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack, we remember how the Lord has provided for us, and we trust in the Lord who will provide for us in the future. We don’t give money so that the Lord will love us. We don’t give to meet some legalistic percentage of our income. We don’t give so God will reward us with greater material blessings. 

We offer these forty days of Lent as our tithe of time to the Lord. During this tithe of the year, we also look at the financial gifts we are giving through this local faith community. Each  year Vienna Baptist Church budgets at least a tithe to mission work beyond our own walls. You and I also give through a local faith community in Vienna as a way to say “Thank you” to the Lord who already loves us and provides us free gifts. “We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.” With one breath we say with the psalmist the first verse of Psalm 23 (please say it with me): The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 
HYMN 172: My Shepherd Will Supply My Need
1 See Kushner, The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the Twenty-third Psalm, 2003; pages 29-30
2 Frederick Buechner, Whistling in the Dark: An ABC Theologized, 1988, pages 74-75

Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

March 2, 2008

Fourth Sunday in Lent
