A RESTORED SOUL
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“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want; he makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me besides still waters; he restores my soul.”    
The writers of both the old and new testaments rely heavily on visual and feeling-filled imagery to portray an essential truth or reality.  As a psalm-writer, David is unsurpassed in his ability to draw on visual imagery to express feeling and spiritual reality.  Words paint pictures, pictures convey meaning, and meaning expands and deepens our spiritual consciousness.  Most of us, if not all, have experienced those transcendent moments when images viewed by our eyes are transferred into our minds and transform us into an altered state of consciousness.  A few summers ago Kay and I made a road trip to the West Coast that took us by the North Rim of the Grand Canyon, where we spent several wonderful days.  On a hike we took along the canyon rim, with no one else in sight I went out onto a promontory that jutted out from the rim into the canyon.  I sat on a rock ledge and looked out at the massive expanse of the Grand Canyon with its many side canyons which can be seem from this more secluded side of the canyon, and rather quickly I went into a meditative trance, with eyes wide open.  I was intensely aware of the sacred combination of immense space filled with incredible natural beauty and an overpowering, pervading silence that enveloped me and pulled me out from myself, and I felt one with the creation and the Creator God.  It was profound and transformational.  It restored my soul.

The 23rd Psalm represents imagery at it most powerful.  It is one of the classic pieces of great world literature because it has the power to pull us out from ourselves and enable us to feel one with God.  It transforms something within us.  In this summer series on this enchanting psalm, our focus phrase this morning is “he restores my soul.”  We’ve said those words countless times as we’ve repeated this psalm, but just what do they mean?  What is a restored soul?  Until recently, these words for me have meant pretty much what I’ve described here, i.e. experiencing a relaxed and profound oneness with spiritual reality, being delivered from anxieties and fears, and feeling the presence of God.  That’s pretty special.  Yet, through a biblical scholar named Kenneth Bailey and his book entitled JACOB AND THE PRODIGAL I gained a deeper and more engaging understanding of what this deceptively simple phrase can mean, and I want to share that with you.
Kenneth Bailey is the son of Presbyterian missionaries to the Middle East, and he grew up in Middle Eastern countries which allowed him to become naturally fluent in Arabic language, custom, and culture.  Thus he brings to biblical scholarship perspectives and translations of scripture that are closer to the Middle Eastern origin of biblical literature than that which we have translated into English from the Hebrew and Greek languages in the context of Western culture.  He spends much of a chapter dealing with the 23rd Psalm, especially this opening paragraph, and more especially this phrase, “He restores my soul.”  In the translation from Hebrew to Arabic, and then into English, the words come out as “He brings me back.”  This is a reference to the first phrase depicting the basic imagery of the psalm, “The Lord is my shepherd,” and the role of the shepherd to bring his sheep back when they are lost.  He says that implied in David’s words is the meaning that David was lost, as we know in the detailed story of David’s life, and God as “Shepherd” brought him back.  This has powerful spiritual meaning, meaning that is deeper than “he makes me feel better.”
Jesus identifies himself with the O.T. shepherd imagery in Luke 15, which begins with the parable of the Good Shepherd and the Lost Sheep and moves to the short parable of the Lost Coin, and then to the parable of the Prodigal Son, all focusing on that which was lost being found.  It is in the parable of the Prodigal that Bailey finds the most eloquent example of the words, “he brings me back.”  This younger son blinded by his self-centeredness did the unthinkable, he asked his father to give him his inheritance while his father was very much alive.  The honored custom was that inheritance was not mentioned until death, or dying, had occurred.  What he did was not just self-centered, it was disrespectful and rejecting of the father.  The father, however, consents and the son leaves home to go to a “far country” where he recklessly spent all his inheritance and ends up in utter disgrace, as a Jew living among Gentiles and feeding their pigs.  A Jew could not get any lower than that.  The son, however, was lost before he left home, and the implication is that the father knew that.  When the son “came to himself” in the pig pen, Bailey says that this was an act of desperation but not an act of repentance. It was rather a continuation of his lost state by thinking that he had gotten money from his father before and there was a way to do it again by having his father grant him a job.  He was plotting to set his father up by planning a nice speech and a remorseful demeanor.  What he was not counting on, however, was the overwhelming response of the father who found his son before the son could find himself.  He not only found him, he accepted him and rejoiced and invited his friends to a feast to celebrate the return.  The son was so stunned by this welcome that he forgot the main part of the speech he had planned, and he simply accepted being found.  That, says Bailey, is the deepest definition of repentance, the acceptance of being found.  Beyond contrition, beyond confession, beyond apologizing, is the realization that, in the Arabic words of David, “He brings me back.”  Repentance is the acceptance of being brought back, of having our soul restored.
Many years ago a poet by the name of Myra Brooks Welch used the following imagery in THE TOUCH OF THE MASTER’S HAND to capture this reality.  (Slightly edited for gender inclusivity.)
It was battered and scarred,

And the auctioneer thought it

Hardly worth his while

To waste his time on the old violin,

But he held it up with a smile.

“What am I bid, good people,” he cried,  

“Who starts the bidding for me?”

“One dollar, one dollar, do I hear two?”
“Two dollars, who makes it three?”

“Three dollars once, three dollars twice, going for three,”

But, No,

From the room far back a gray bearded man

Came forward and picked up the bow,

Then wiping the dust from the old violin

And tightening up the strings,

He played a melody, pure and sweet

As sweet as the angel sings.

The music ceased and the auctioneer

With a voice that was quiet and low,

Said “What now am I bid for this old violin?”

As he held it up with the bow.

“One thousand, one thousand, Do I hear two?”

“Two thousand, Who makes it three?”

“Three thousand once, three thousand twice,

Going and gone,” said he.

The audience cheered,

But some of them cried,

“We just don’t understand.”

“What changed its worth?”

Swift came the reply.

“The touch of the Master’s Hand.”

And many a one with life out of tune

All battered and scattered with sin
Is auctioned cheap to a thoughtless crowd

Much like that old violin.

A mess of pottage, a glass of wine,

A game and they travel on.

Going once, going twice,

Going and almost gone.

But the Master comes,

And the foolish crowd never can quite understand,

The worth of a soul and the change that is wrought 

By the Touch of the Master’s Hand.

We find ourselves lost in numerous ways, lost in ways that no GPS or manipulative self-reliance can get us back.  God’s love in Christ Jesus, the Good Shepherd, finds us, touches us, accepts us, gives us worth, and changes us forever.  Through the touch of the Master’s hand, he brings us back.  He restores our soul.     
Thanks be to God!
