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THE VALLEY OF DARK SHADOWS

We pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. No wonder Psalm 23 is read at most memorial services for loved ones. When the translators of the King James Bible came to this verse, they took the one Hebrew word (tsalmaveth) and formed two words, tsal and maveth, to translate it as the shadow of death. If the one word (tsalmaveth) is used, however, it can be translated, “deep darkness,” or “total darkness,” or “dark defile,” or “dark shadows,” or “deep shadows.” We walk not just through the valley of the shadow of death, but also the valley of dark shadows.

Throughout our lives each of us walks at times through the valley of dark shadows. This psalmist obviously did. As I said a few weeks ago, most scholars consider this psalm a lament because it 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 poet has walked through the valley of dark shadows. 


Sheep who follow the shepherd are not promised freedom from the danger in the valley of dark shadows. Even though we are led to green pastures, still waters and right paths, we still experience pain along the way. And why not? God’s promise has never been that life would be fair--that if you are a good person, you will be spared of illness and injury. We are not promised that good people will not suffer bad events. Rabbi Harold Kushner remembers when one of his teachers said, “Expecting the world to treat you fairly because you are a good person is like expecting the bull not to charge you because you are a vegetarian.” 1 

Psalm 23 does not promise us that we will not suffer. The psalmist expects us to walk through the valley of dark shadows. And we do! So what can we expect in these valleys? 
I FEAR NO EVIL


Well, the psalmist says, “I fear no evil.” Now each of us knows fear at times. I’ve taught two teenagers to drive, for goodness sake! If that doesn’t improve your prayer life, nothing will! I know fear! 

If I am walking among the trees and the shadows and something jumps out at me, even if I later discover it is a cute chipmunk, my first response is fear. I have a sinking feeling in my gut because blood leaves my stomach to nourish muscles so I can run as fast as I can to get away from there. As the guy told his companion on the hike, “I don’t have to outrun the bear; I just have to outrun you!” Fear comes over me. I can’t control that sudden emotion of fear that comes over me.

What I can control is whether I live in that fear. In the past I have shared with you one of the most amazing insights I have gained from my years of Bible study. The most repeated command in the Bible is not “love God” or “keep the commandments,” or “be nice to your sister” or “floss your teeth daily.” The command most offered in our Bible is, “Do not be afraid!” That doesn’t mean my stomach will always keep its supply of blood. Fear will come over us at times, but the Bible commands us not to live in constant fear. We walk through the valley of dark shadows; we don’t live there. And we walk through our fears; we don’t live in our fears.

The psalmist calls on us to fear no evil. This isn’t a reference to “The Evil One” who is also called Satan or the Devil. We are called not to fear all the evils we meet on the journey. In his commentary, Clinton McCann notes the similarity between the Hebrew word for “evil” (ra) and the Hebrew word for “my shepherd” (ro’i). 2 The effect is to pit dramatically the shepherd against the threatening evil. The threat of evil is very real, but it is not to be feared, because we have a Good Shepherd.

If the Lord my Shepherd, I guess that means I am a sheep. I’d rather be a lion or eagle of the Lord. I’d rather not be a sheep because sheep aren’t very smart, they are easily frightened, and they tend to wander off on their own. Hmm, the more I think about it, I am more like a sheep than a lion or eagle. I think the Lord calls us “sheep” because we aren’t going to follow this Good Shepherd until we first admit that we are lost and afraid as we walk through the valley of dark shadows. 

FOR THOU ART WITH ME


And now we come to the dramatic point in this poem. Even though I walk through the valley of dark shadows, I fear no evil; for thou art with me. For thou art with me. With one phrase the poem changes. We have been praying to the Lord as our Shepherd as the one who 
Keeps me from lacking;

He makes me lie down in green pastures;

He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul; 
He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 

For the first part of the Psalm we are speaking of a Good Shepherd and all that “he” does. Yet when I walk through the valley of dark shadows, I fear no evil; for thou art with me. Please do not miss that the poet moves from “he” to “you.” And it is such a personal “you” that most English translations use the more intimate “thou.” Listen to what happens when we walk through the valley of dark shadows: 

For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies;

Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup overflows.


The psalmist affirms not only that the Lord provides us with material comforts but also emphasizes that the Good Shepherd offers a personal relationship with you and me. The poet has stopped talking about the Lord and has started talking to the Lord. This is not a philosophical or theological discussion. This is not an analysis of Hebrew verbs or Greek nouns. We trust that our God knows each of us by name and that Thou art with us as daily we walk through the valley of dark shadows. 
Even though no line of Psalm 23 is quoted in the New Testament, we hear allusions to these images. As Christians we believe that Jesus is the full presence of God in our valleys of dark shadows. Early on in his gospel account, Matthew reports that Jesus is to be named “Emmanuel . . . ‘God is with us’ ” (Matt 1:23). And the final words of Matthew’s account offer this hope with Jesus’ promise “I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt 28:20). Matthew begins and ends his account with this promise of presence to frame this good news with the promise that in Jesus the Lord is with us and will always be with us. 

Rabbi Kushner writes that the primary message of the Twenty-third Psalm is not that bad things will never happen to us but that we will not have to face those bad things alone, “for Thou art with me.” 3 I believe the worst response when we encounter evil in the valley of dark shadows is to blame God and name God as the cause for the illness or accident or evil in our lives. When I pray, “I fear no evil for Thou art with me,” I affirm that not only is God with me but also that God and I are on the same side as we deal with this evil in our lives. To pray this prayer is to remind me that the Lord and I walk together through the valley of dark shadows. The Lord is not in the dark shadows trying to frighten me and toughen me up; the Lord is walking by my side when I go through that seemingly lonesome valley. 
PRAYING IN THE VALLEY

Did you read this week in the Washington Post about Robert and Frances Belote? 4 They had just finished lunch a week ago last Friday when a man stormed through an unlocked back door of their Leesburg home, pointed a revolver at them and shouted: "Give me all your money!" Frances watched as the stranger cut a phone cord and used it to tie her 83-year-old husband's hands behind his back. The Belotes feared that the agitated intruder might be the last person they ever saw. 


Frances said to herself, “This is the end. This is it.” But then she also realized, “But God is here. We can feel God’s presence, and it gives us peace, and we can be calm." Throughout the nine hours as hostages, these Baptists fed their captor, talked with him, and prayed for him. He eventually gave himself up to the police. 

I imagine the Belotes know by heart the Twenty-third Psalm. When she says, “But God is here. We can feel God’s presence, and it gives us peace, and we can be calm;" I think she is praying, Even though I walk through the valley of dark shadows, I fear no evil; for thou art with me. We learn this prayer now so that when we find ourselves walking through the valley of dark shadows, we will not fear because we can affirm For thou art with me.

Let’s try praying that way this morning. When I say, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” you pray out loud, “I fear no evil; for thou art with me.” I know you’re not used to saying anything during a sermon. One Monday in another church a few years ago, I told our African-American secretary, “I tried hard yesterday to have the congregation respond out loud several times during the sermon, but they wouldn’t do it.”

“What are you talking about?” Brenda asked.


“Well, in most white churches, the people sit quietly during the sermon.”


“Are you serious?” she asked me.


“Sure! For our church it is the way they listen intently. When everyone is very still and quiet during the sermon, I understand that they are following closely what I am saying.”


“They don’t say anything during the sermon?” she asked. 


“No. They don’t.”


Brenda exclaimed, “We talk to the preacher all the time!”


So for Brenda’s sake, try talking back today. Let’s practice: Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When robbers break into our house and threaten us we can pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When one of our family members goes off the deep end and threatens everything we and she have invested in that life, we can pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.


When a friend betrays our trust and humiliates us in front of others, we can pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When the company begins to crumble and we worry that we will lose our job, we pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When we can’t decide what to do with our life and our gifts and we are drifting along without purpose or direction, we can pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When the doctor says to us, “I think it is cancer,” we can pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When death threatens someone we love, we pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.

When death knocks at our door, we can pray, Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me.


Pray like that to our Good Shepherd. 
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