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I SHALL NOT LACK


The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. Is the first task of the Lord our Good Shepherd to help us not want so much? Carlyle Marney used to pray, “Lord, help change my want-er!” My guess is that you are like I am about wants. I want stuff! Sometimes my prayers sound like Bob the psychiatrist’s client in the movie, What about Bob?: “I need! I need! I need!” Perhaps Psalm 23 is like the sign in the window of a general store: “If we don’t have it, you’re better off without it.” If following the Lord my shepherd means that I have to quit wanting, then I may as well give up this faith journey now. 

But wait! There’s more! The King James Version of the Bible is 400 years old and uses words that mean something different today than they did then. To want, in our modern English means “to desire,” but in Elizabethan English to want means “to be without something, to lack.”

So today we can translate it, 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. A few years ago I joined a church team on a trip to Honduras to build a Sunday School building there. It was hot . . . real hot—about 125 degrees on some days—but they told us, “Oh. It’s okay. It’s dry heat!” What a meaningful time we had in Honduras with those Christians who had so few material goods. As we were leaving, we said, “We came to Honduras thinking we were rich and they were poor, but now we realize that they are the rich ones.” For all that they seemed to lack, these Honduran Christians were not poor. That trip affected my perspective on how I see the world. 
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? The biblical response is that we need to be healed of our amnesia. We have forgotten. We no longer have a memory that can help us see the world as the Lord sees it.  

The Bible calls on 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 as they wandered in the wilderness for forty years between Egypt and Canaan. We hear in Deuteronomy 2:7 when Moses stands with the people of Israel on the border of the Promised Land and reminds them of their forty years in the wilderness: Surely the Lord your God has blessed you in all your undertakings; the Lord your God  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 wanderings the people of faith did not have much, but they had what they really needed: manna (bread) from heaven, water from a rock, a pillar of fire to guide them in straight paths, and a meeting tent to remind them of the presence of the Lord. 

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. In verse 1 we have no object here for the verb lack. The author of Psalm 23 uses the rest of the psalm to list what we do not lack: green pastures and still waters and straight paths; presence and comfort, a table and tent in the wilderness, and companionship on the journey. Because the psalmist remembers the wilderness journey and the faithfulness of the Lord, he prays, The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack, and then calls on us to remember the many ways we do not lack. 

Jesus also calls us out of our amnesia to help us remember 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 be anxious  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?” Then Jesus calls us to look at the birds of the air and remember that the Lord feeds them. Then he calls us to consider the lilies and grass in the field and remember how God clothes them. 

Jesus wants us to remember what the Lord has provided and calls us to “Seek first the rule of God and God’s standards  and all these things will be given to you as well. One way we remember that the Lord provides is to pray Psalm 23: The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not lack. 
THE ECONOMY OF SCARCITY

As you already know, what we lack is the main topic of conversation today. Most of the news on the front page of our newspapers is about the economy. And it’s not good news. We hear about the lack of money, lack of credit, lack of jobs, and lack of benefits. In economic theory scarcity is the universal presupposition of exchange relationships. Modern economists maintain that there is no limit to human wanting and lacking. As the Rolling Stones sang over forty-five years ago, “I can’t get no satisfaction!”

We are going through the worst financial times since the 1930’s. In our church we sure know economic theory and we know scarcity! The months when we draw up our new ministry/mission budget are always the most difficult times for me as a pastor. Our church depends on your faithfulness to give your offerings to ministries and missions through Vienna Baptist Church. 


We attempt to be good stewards of these gifts and try not to be extravagant in our spending. Each year, however, we are confronted with what happens in every family budget—balancing our expenses with our projected income. Each adult here deals with this on a personal basis and we as a church deal with it on a corporate level.


As you have heard today, our new budget begins July 1st and we are meeting on Wednesday night to discuss how we can invest our offerings in missions and ministries because we are part of the Body of Christ in this location. It will be a difficult discussion not because it is about money but because it is about the identity of our church and the priorities and decisions we make. Our usual approach, of course, is to follow economic theory and start with the assumption of scarcity. We usually begin with the statement, “Since we are receiving so little, what do we need to cut from our budget?” We usually begin with, “This is what we lack!”
THE GOOD ECONOMIST

Just suppose, however, that we begin our discussions over money, priorities and identity with Psalm 23. What will that look like?  The Bible (and Psalm 23 in particular) proposes that Yahweh the Lord constructs the household with a radically different assumption: If the richness of God is present, there is always enough to go around. From the abundance of manna in the desert, to Jesus’ feeding the thousands, to the gift of the Lord’s Supper, to the reminder of the birds and the flowers, the biblical traditions begin with the superabundance of God’s Spirit as the starting point of God’s economy.

The author of Psalm 23 knows that the Lord is not only a Good Shepherd but also a Good Economist and that with God as our Economist, we shall not lack. Psalm 23 challenges us to change our perspective and remember and trust the Lord as the Good Economist. We can remember that the Lord of the Exodus from Egypt and the Lord of the release from Babylon is also the Lord who comes as the Good Shepherd. We can remember that this Lord takes care of the birds of the air and the flowers of the field. God the Economist maintains that if we follow the example of the generosity of Divine Graciousness, then there will be enough. There will be enough bread and water and oil and shelter. There will be enough food and clothing for us as well. Since the Lord is our shepherd, we shall not lack. 

On Sunday May 13, 2001 (Mother’s Day) our puppy Zoie woke us up at 4:30 a.m. I thought she had to go to the bathroom (again!) but she was barking to tell us our house was on fire. The fire alarm had not awakened us because the fire began on the deck and first burned the outside and upper floor of the house. In the past when we were talking about values and priorities, I’ve asked persons, “What would you take out with you if your house burned?” That May morning four of us exited the house wearing only our pajamas. 

All exited except for the puppy that woke us up in the first place at 4:30 a.m. The Captain of the Fire Department brought Zoie out twenty minutes later—black, wet and sneezing--and it was a long time before Zoie forgave me for forgetting her and leaving her in the house. We lost clothes, books, records, some family heirlooms, all our Christmas ornaments and almost everything in Neil’s bedroom. Once the dog joined us in the street, we realized that everything most precious to us walked out the front door of that burning house. We realized after the fire that we did not lack.

The Lord continues to give and give and give to us in hopes that we will recover from our amnesia and remember--remember that we have not lacked and we will not lack. Divine Graciousness has given us all we need. When goods are considered gifts, the hospitality of sharing with one another in the household comes easily and we can remember that the Shepherd has and will supply all our need. It is no coincidence that the first two affirmations of Psalm 23 come in the same breath: [Since] the Lord is my shepherd, I shall not lack.
HYMN 80: My Shepherd, You Supply My Need
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