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Thank you for giving me this past month to be with my mother in her last days. She passed peacefully at age 79 on May 28th, just a few hours after I sang “Amazing Grace” to her and stroked her naturally brown hair. Our family feels loved, lifted up in prayer, and held in the arms of the Good Shepherd. Thank you. 
I haven’t preached in a month. I’m anxious about that and voiced my concern to the church staff. One of the staff members told me, “Oh, don’t worry. You can preach again. It’s like falling off of a horse!” I don’t know if that’s the analogy I want to use this morning, but let’s see if I can fall of the horse again today. 
Psalm 23--the most memorized chapter in the Bible. Six verses. Fifty-seven words in Hebrew and about twice that in English--112 in the Revised Standard Version, which we will repeat together at the end of this sermon. How often I have heard, “Please read Psalm 23 at my parent’s service of celebration of life.” My mother told me a few months ago that each night she closed her eyes and recited silently both Psalm 100 and Psalm 23. 

I know why she recited Psalm 23. What words of comfort these are not only in times of death; for we often walk through the valley of shadow of death. I am very excited about our concentration on Psalm 23 this summer. We will take this wonderful melody that has always been a part of us and do what happens in a music appreciation class. We will hear the entire piece; listen to the individual melodies, instruments and metaphors; and then hear it again as a whole. My hope is that Psalm 23 will have more vitality, more meaning, more richness and more power for us because of our worship this summer. Can six verses from a single page of the Bible help change your life? I believe they can, if you are willing to open your heart to them.

And so we begin. The LORD is my Shepherd--five words in English and only two in the original Hebrew. This morning I will take this short phrase and emphasize these words.
SHEPHERD


The LORD is my shepherd. What a warm, comforting word “shepherd” is! Some of you have heard me pray in the hospital or at the funeral home. You already know that my favorite portrait that I try to paint with words is the metaphor that we find in John 10 when Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.” I pray for us to feel the strong arms of the Good Shepherd lifting us up when we have fallen, to sense the warmth of his breath blowing on our head and to hear the heart of the Good Shepherd beating love and care for us. This the picture of comfort that I try to imagine when I pray in times of need for us—Jesus the Good Shepherd.


You probably know that the words “good” and “shepherd” went together in Jesus’ day about as well as did “good” and “Samaritan” and in our times like the words “good” and “crook.” They assumed that “bad” and “shepherd” went together just as when I was growing up in Florida, I thought “damn Yankee” was one word.  In biblical times as in modern times, shepherds were anything but good. Hired shepherds didn’t care for the sheep. It wasn’t a relationship; it was a job--a chance to make some money. 


And the metaphor carried over in political arenas; for kings in biblical times were sometimes called “shepherds.” Some kings were good shepherds who cared for their subjects and did what was best for the people. Most were bad shepherds who were in it for the money or power or things that power could provide. Since we live so close to Washington, aren’t you glad that the political process today has moved beyond the image of bad shepherds? Ha! 

The LORD is the good shepherd, so that makes us sheep. I don’t know much about sheep. I met Jim a few years ago at Montreat Conference Center. Before Jim became a pastor he was a farmer in Iowa. He had sheep, so I asked “Jim, what do you know about sheep?”

“They’re dumb!” he quickly shouted. “They can’t take care of themselves. They will lean between fence posts to eat grass on the other side and then don’t know how to pull their head back out and they just bleat until someone helps them. They’re dumb!”


So I say today I offer words of comfort from the Bible: You are sheep! How do you feel about that? Now this does not mean that we are all dumb—at least not all of us!  It does mean that we are vulnerable and need help. It means that we can honestly sing, “We are poor little lambs who have lost our way. Baah, baah, baah.” 


We need a good shepherd because we are sheep. We need someone to guide us in the right path not because we are dumb but because we don’t know the way of life; thus, we say, The LORD is my shepherd.
THE LORD


We also say, “The LORD is my shepherd.”  The Hebrew name for God—Yahweh (which is always translated in the NRSV as LORD with capital letters) is spoken twice in this psalm. The Divine Name is the first word in the Hebrew text (although in translation “the” is the first word) and comes again at the ending of the last verse. The first word of Psalm 23 is “the LORD” and “the LORD” is also one of the last words. This powerful song of comfort begins and ends with the LORD.

In other words, it’s not about me. It’s about the LORD and what the LORD does. Look at the verbs in this psalm and notice who is the main character throughout the song. He makes me lie down, he leads me beside still waters, he restores my soul, he leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake; thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me; thou preparest a table before me; thou anointest my head with oil. It’s not about me. It’s about what the LORD the Good Shepherd does.


Will Willimon, now a Methodist bishop in Alabama and formerly Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, tells of the time a couple asked him to preach on Psalm 23 at their wedding. He told them, “Well, this is a beloved psalm, but in all my ministry I have never preached on this psalm at a wedding. Funerals, yes, but never at a wedding!”


“Well, we’ve put a lot of thought and prayer into this,” the bride replied. “We are anxious, even worried. Who can blame us? Both of our parents are divorced. So many of our friends have had trouble in their marriages. It’s all kind of frightening for us, just starting out. Marriage isn’t easy these days!”


When they used the word “anxious,” Will Willimon understood why they had selected Psalm 23. After all, he realized, Psalm 23 spends nearly all of its time speaking about the character of the shepherd rather than the nature of the sheep. All of the action is placed upon the shoulders of the shepherd. The shepherd is the one who keeps, who leads, who makes the sheep to lie down in green pastures, and who restores and protects. Psalm 23 clearly asserts that the sheep are in relationship with the shepherd on the basis of what the shepherd does, rather than on the basis of what the sheep do. 1 

It’s not about me! It’s about the LORD and about what the LORD does. That is perhaps the most comforting aspect of Psalm 23. It begins and ends with the LORD. We say, “ The LORD is my shepherd.”
MY


We also say, “The LORD is my shepherd.” We can find over 400 references to sheep in the Bible, and the image of a shepherd as an image of God as leader over the people was well established in Israel. The use of the first person singular (my) in relation to the LORD as shepherd, however, is unparalleled in the Hebrew Bible. You can’t find it anywhere else. This focus of the shepherd’s care on one person—and not on a group--gives the psalm such personal power. The LORD is my shepherd.

Earlier I noted what the LORD does in this psalm. What do I do in this psalm? The psalm gives us two negative actions (I shall not want and I  shall not fear evil) and two positive actions (I walk through the valley of the shadow of death  and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever). According to Psalm 23, that’s what we are to do.


Psalm 23 is very clear--we all are like sheep who need the guidance of a good shepherd. And Psalm 23 is very clear that the LORD is the Good Shepherd. It’s a truth of life and doesn’t depend on our vote for it to be true. The only question to be decided is not whether we are sheep in need of a shepherd and not whether the LORD is the Good Shepherd. The main question is this: Is the LORD my shepherd?

Perhaps you heard of the Sunday School teacher who asked her young class to memorize Psalm 23. Little Ricky was excited about the task, but he wasn’t the brightest bulb in the class and just couldn't remember the Psalm. After much practice, he could barely get past the first line.
On the day that the children were scheduled to recite Psalm 23 in front of the whole congregation, Ricky was very nervous. When it was his turn, he stepped up to the microphone and said proudly, “The LORD is my Shepherd, and that's all I need to know.”

I can guarantee that you will have a shepherd in your life. You and I are not as self-directed as we think we are. We will follow someone—a bad shepherd, another sheep, the rest of the flock (translate, “the crowd”). Or we will follow something—money, status, power, education, special recognition. 


So you know that you will have a shepherd in your life and you know that the LORD, who comes to us clearly in Jesus, is the Good Shepherd. So the question is this: Are you willing to say with little Ricky, “The LORD is my shepherd!”? Are you willing to sing, Shepherd Me, O God, within my heart? That’s really all we need to know. 
PSALM 23: The LORD is My Shepherd (RSV)
1 Will Willimon, Pulpit Resource, May 6, 2001, page 30
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