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MAKES ME LIE DOWN

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not lack. He makes me lie down in green pastures.

Last week my family asked me, “What are you going to do with this word “make?” I don’t know if it’s the psychology I have heard, the Bible I’ve studied, or the existentialism I’ve read, but I don’t think anyone can make you feel anything. In our house if we hear someone say, “That makes me so happy!” or “This makes me so sad!” we look at one another and smile. I don’t think anyone can make me feel some emotion; and it makes me happy to be able to say that!

The first word today is, The Shepherd makes me lie down. I have worked with this word “makes” this week and tried my best to find another word to translate the Hebrew rabats. My understanding of the Hebrew language is very limited to one semester of study in seminary. With study helps, I learned that this form of the verb rabats is in the Hiphil tense, which is the causative tense of Hebrew verbs. It means not just to let me lie down but to cause me to lie down. It makes me feel better to use the word “causes”—The Lord causes me to lie down. 

The more I think about it, I guess that makes sense. We are made to lie down. Do you remember those “all-nighters” at college? Remember how hard it was to catch up from the lack of sleep? We finally collapsed in bed. Our need for sleep makes/causes us lie down.

We are made for rest!
And the biblical story tells us that we are made to rest at least one day a week. If we do not find some sabbath time--some rest time--from our work and worry, we will break down. I know, I know! We not only think we are God but we think we can work seven days a week when the Lord God Almighty, the Creator of the Universe, said, “Whew! This is hard work! I think I’ll take a sabbath day to rest a while!” We not only think we are God; we think we can outwork God! And our body tells us, “If you don’t choose to take some sabbath time--some rest time--then I will make you lie down in a hospital bed, or sit down in a divorce lawyer’s office, or bend down before a judge in family court. 

I do not think the Lord personally makes us lie down, but we are biological/emotional/spiritual systems created to lie down and rest regularly. If we don’t take some sabbath time and rest, our body will force us to rest with infections, sprains, aches, and emotional trauma. In other words, my body makes me lie down. 

Do some research on sheep and you will quickly find that sheep really don’t know what’s best for them. Sheep will not eat correctly. Sheep will wander blissfully off the path. Sheep will become stuck in the strangest places as they meander along. Like our twins, the sheep, we really don’t know what is best for us. God has made us emotional/physical/spiritual beings who will not last long if we don’t lie down and rest a while. Our body, spirit and psyche will eventually “make” us lie down if we don’t follow the guidance of the Good Shepherd. This shepherd makes/causes me lie down.
GREEN PASTURES

This shepherd makes/causes me lie down not on hard and dry ground but in green pastures. Shepherds take their sheep over dry areas with few patches of grass and fewer pools of water. Shepherds try to find green grass that sustains and water that refreshes the sheep. With green grass and water, shepherds can give their sheep rest in the heat of the day.

Psalm 23 is a favorite in our time, but in our New Testament no single line of Psalm 23 is quoted. We do hear, however, allusions to the images of Psalm 23. For example, in Psalm 23 we hear The Lord is my shepherd and in John 10 Jesus says, “I am the Good Shepherd.” 

In Mark 6 we hear two allusions to Psalm 23 when over 5,000 people followed Jesus one day. Notice that to Jesus they seemed like sheep: As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things (6:34).  


Notice also that Jesus ordered the disciples to get all the people to sit down in groups on the green grass. (6:39). Does Jesus the Good Shepherd let them sit down in green grass? No, according to the text Jesus ordered them to get all the people to sit down. Sounds to me as if Jesus makes them sit (lie) down in green pastures.

And notice how Jesus gathers them in groups of hundreds and of fifties (6:40). Part of the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000+ is that Jesus orders them to sit down in groups on the green grass. Jesus encourages them to rest on the grass and to begin to experience community. What happens in community? The hungry begin to have faces and names and stories. I think the miracle that day was not only a miracle of feeding but also a miracle of sharing. They sit down in groups of hundreds and of fifties on the green grass like sheep to be fed by the Good Shepherd. Jesus the Good Shepherd makes us lie down in green pastures. 


What is so special about green pastures anyway? Do you notice that God has colored the world in blue sky, green leaves and blue-green water? Well for one thing, these are primary colors. As the VBC staff already knows, if someone asks me the color of my shirt, I don’t say fuchsia! (Before today I didn’t even know how to spell fuchsia.) I describe clothes only in primary colors—blue, green, red, etc.--in other words, the colors of God’s rainbow. If these are good enough for me, then they’re good enough for me!

But the blues and greens are not only primary colors but are predominantly calming hues. In his book on Psalm 23, Rabbi Harold Kushner notices that these colors calm rather than excite and says that God’s blue and green world calms us and gently bathes our eyes with quiet, low-intensity colors. 1

So the green pastures are not only to feed us but also to calm us. I hope that in a few minutes Diane’s solo today about Green Pastures helps us calm down some. I spend too much time inside buildings and under artificial light. I believe the Good Shepherd is calling you and me to be fed and calmed by the green pastures provided by the Creator. Take a hike, ride a bike, visit Lost River Retreat Center. In other words, the Good Shepherd makes me lie down in green pastures. 
REST FOR THE WEARY


I hope you notice that this is the first, and not the last, place that we hear the shepherd’s voice. Rest is not where this faith journey leads us; for rest is the place where our growth and our creativity begin.


This is not our first thought about what the Good Shepherd wants from us. When we think about the God of religion, we think that the Lord’s first word to us is a demand: “Change! Shape up! Do something!” We think that after we have shown we are serious about this religion stuff, then the Lord will give us something. 


I like to quote Jesus from Luke’s gospel account:  “Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.” (Luke 12:32). Note that the Lord’s will is not to get something from us but to give us something: the riches of the rule of God. We have turned it all around and think that discipleship is first about doing something so the Lord will then give us something. Rest does not come at the end of the journey but is essential for the journey itself; therefore, the Good Shepherd first calls us to rest in green pastures and beside still waters.  


From the days of the desert writers of Egypt and Palestine during the second and third centuries comes a story of wise leader who asked a new monk to bring a bowl of water from a pool of water. When the younger monk returned, they sat and watched the murky liquid become clear as the sediment settled at the bottom. The elder monk said, “Your own life has been like that turbid water. But if you enter the silence with God, your heart will become clean like this water. And you will be able to reflect God who can only be seen and known by the pure in heart.” In other words, the senior Christian calls on the younger to rest a while. 2


Psalm 23 sounds loudly the biblical order of discipleship: The voice of the Shepherd first promises us we shall not lack and then invites/makes us lie down and rest for a while in green pastures. The green grass feeds us and calms us. When we gather with hundreds and thousands other disciples who are also listening to the voice of the Good Shepherd, we discover a community which will feed us, calm our fears, and offer us hope for the future. Yes, the Lord is our Shepherd and we shall not lack, the Lord makes us lie down in green pastures. And that makes me very happy!
1 Harold Kushner, The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the Twenty-third Psalm, 2003; page 39
2 Susan Andrews of Bradley Hills Presbyterian Church, Bethesda, MD, Recognizing the Voices in Lectionary Homiletics, April –May 2003, page 49; quoting William P. Barker, To Pray is to Live (Fleming H. Revell), page 98
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