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WATER OF REST

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not lack. The Shepherd makes me lie down in green pastures and leads me beside still waters.

The Lord leads us beside still waters, or as we can also translate it, beside waters of rest. As I said last week, we have turned it all around and think that discipleship is first about doing something so the Lord will then give us something. In Psalm 23 rest does not come at the end of the journey but is essential for the journey itself; therefore, the first word we hear from the Good Shepherd is to rest in green pastures and beside still waters. 


Last week I told a story from the days of the desert writers of Egypt and Palestine during the early centuries of the church. A wise leader of the monastery asked a new monk to bring a bowl of water from a nearby pool. When the younger monk returned, they sat and watched the murky liquid become clear as the sediment settled to 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 your life will reflect God.” 1 In other words, the senior Christian calls on the younger to rest a while.

Even though Erica Green’s Mom calls me Moksanim, which in Korean means “Good Shepherd,” I don’t know very much about sheep. In preparation for this study on the Twenty-third Psalm, I read A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 by Phillip Keller. Keller grew up and lived in East Africa and was surrounded by simple native herders whose customs resembled those herders of biblical times. As a young man Keller actually made his livelihood for about eight years as a sheep owner and sheep rancher. Unlike VBC’s pastor, Keller has firsthand experience with every phase of sheep management.


When Keller sees people who refuse to allow God to lead them to still waters, he remembers the day he watched a bunch of sheep being led down to a magnificent mountain stream. The snow-fed waters were flowing pure and clear and crystal clean between lovely banks of trees. But on the way to the clear stream, several stubborn ewes and their lambs stopped to drink from small, dirty, muddy pools beside the trail. The water was filthy with the churned up mud from the passing sheep but also with the manure and urine of previous flocks that had passed that way earlier. (Sorry to be so graphic this morning!) The water was obviously contaminated with nematodes and liver fluke eggs that would eventually riddle the sheep with internal parasites and disease. Still, these stubborn sheep were quite sure it was the best drink obtainable. 2

I don’t know if you are like I am, but I too quickly substitute dirty water in my search for still waters. Like my twin the sheep, I need someone to lead me to still waters which nourish my soul. In my search for peace and rest, I know I need the Good Shepherd’s help. 
JESUS AND THE STORM

In our Gospel story today the disciples sure need the Good Shepherd’s help! Thanks Cory and the children, for bringing this story to life this morning. Jesus and the disciples begin to sail across the sea at night when a great windstorm arises and the waves begin to swamp the boat. As these trained sailors are bailing water out of their small fishing boat, they ask the man trained as a carpenter, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” Does that surprise you that weathered sailors ask this of Jesus? Well, these men are working themselves into a great panic, and the usual approach for most of us when we are afraid is to find someone to blame. They blame Jesus who told them to cross in the middle of the night. 

It was Jesus, after all, who said, “Let us go across to the other side” (4:35). What is on the other side? Foreigners, strangers! Galilee is on the west side of the lake and has our cities, our families, our people. On the east side of the lake are foreign Greek cities, strangers, other people--those who are not like we are. That night Jesus tells his followers to go to the other side beyond comfortable boundaries and familiar people. He still does! That’s why VBC has established a study team—to discern where Jesus is leading us beyond our own comfort zones. 

Jesus, however, does not address them immediately but shouts at the wind: “Peace! Be still!” One literal translation is “Stop the noise! Be muzzled!”  Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm (4:39)


Only then in the dead calm does Jesus respond to the twelve men standing ankle-deep in water: “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” Mark tells us, literally, And they feared with a great fear and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” (4:41). Suddenly the disciples are more afraid of Jesus sitting in the boat in calm waters than of the wind and rough waves that threatened their ship.


Jesus already has that peace in himself, so he can command the waters around him to be at peace. Jesus offers himself as the still waters and leads us to be with him at the waters of rest. If he could, he would command the disciples to have peace as well, but he can’t. He can’t command them (or us) to have peace. What Jesus can do is name their fear and acknowledge that when they “fear a great fear” about him, at least they are on the right track because if they stay with him in this boat, they will change.  If we follow Jesus, he will lead us beside restful waters. When we are in the storms of life (and know that we all have storms in our lives), we are comforted that at least Jesus is in the boat with us. Sometimes Jesus is the only calm we can find in life’s storms. 


Glenn Hinson was my teacher for Church History and also the most spiritual person I knew at Southern Seminary. Because of Glenn Hinson I still fast 30 hours every week because he told us how the early Christians fasted to help feed the poor. Some here today have been influenced by the teaching and writing of Glenn Hinson.


Glenn says that he has vivid memories of the circumstances in which he first really heard Psalm 23. He was four years old, and every security he had in the world was being blown asunder as his mother and father--two persons he most loved and needed—fought physically and verbally. He didn’t know then, but alcoholic binges changed his father’s personality completely. His home was a constant storm. After one of their brawls the family went to an evening church service in a Spiritualist Church in St. Louis. That night the small congregation recited Psalm 23. The images of the Good Shepherd velcroed themselves to Glenn Hinson’s mind. The rapid dissolution of his family confirmed for him what the psalmist knew. Hinson says, “Not my parents or any other human but only the Lord is the one I should look to as my shepherd, the one I should trust.” 3 In the storm of his home life, Glenn Hinson realized that the Good Shepherd leads him beside still waters.
IT IS WELL


In the storm—even in your storm-- Jesus offers peace and calm. What kind of psalm is Psalm 23? Last week in Adult Bible study we discovered at least six types of psalms. Surprisingly most scholars place this psalm under the general heading of individual lament, which is an individual’s cry for help. Even though the psalmist offers no clear complaint to God, we can sense real threats and dangers in the psalmist’s past. This author, like Glenn Hinson, has experienced the storms of life. Because he has weathered the storms, the psalms offers the strong assurance of the leadership and sustenance provided by “The Lord my Shepherd.” This psalmist has not always known green pastures and still waters, but he knows the Shepherd who knows the way to still waters. 

One of my favorite hymns is "When Peace Like a River, Attendeth My Way."  The author is Horatio G. Spafford, a successful Chicago lawyer who enjoyed a close friendship with Dwight Moody and Ira Sankey. Upon the advice of his doctor and for the benefit of his wife's health, Spafford planned a trip to Europe for his family. Due to unexpected last minute business developments, he decided to remain behind for a few days and sent his wife and four daughters on ahead as scheduled.

On November 22, 1873, the Ville du Havre was struck by an English ship, the Lochearn, and sank twelve minutes later. Mrs. Spafford was saved but all four of their daughters died. When the survivors landed at Cardiff, Wales, Mrs. Spafford cabled her husband this message: "Saved alone."  Spafford left immediately by ship to meet his wife, and when he arrived on the high seas near the scene of this awful tragedy, he was inspired to write this hymn and name the tune Ville du Havre:


"When peace, like a river, attendeth my way, When sorrows like sea billows roll;


Whatever my lot, thou has taught me to say, It is well, it is well with my soul."


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. Even in the violent storms of life, the Good Shepherd leads us beside still, calm, peaceful waters to quench our thirst for God, thirst for love, thirst for community, and thirst for peace. Yes, the Lord is our Shepherd and we shall not lack, the Lord makes us lie down in green pastures and leads us beside still waters where it is well, it is well with my soul. 
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HYMN: When Peace Like a River Attendeth My Way
