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I don’t know much about sheep. I’ve never been around them except at the State Fair. I do know a little about dogs and cats, however, since our family has had one of each. I know quite a bit about herding cats because I’ve served on a church staff for thirty-six years!


Since I don’t know much about sheep I depend on Phillip Keller, who grew up and lived in East Africa. There he observed simple native herders whose customs resembled those herders of biblical times. As a young man Keller was for eight years a sheep owner and sheep rancher and has written a book based on his experiences: A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 (1990; 1970). 

Keller tells us that the modern shepherd carries only a rifle slung over his shoulder; a long slender staff in his hand; and a small knapsack containing his lunch, a bottle of water and perhaps a few simple first aid remedies for his flock 1 In Bible times the shepherd carried not a rifle and a staff but two sticks: a rod and staff. We have, therefore, in Psalm 23, Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
THY ROD

Every shepherd has either a gun or a rod. Interesting, isn’t it, that the slang for “gun” on the streets is “rod”? Whether on the streets of the District of Columbia or the fields of some sheep rangelands, the rod is the symbol of power and authority. Every shepherd has a rod. Today I have a baseball bat to represent the shepherd’s rod. 

If a sheep wanders too far away on its own, or approaches poisonous weeds, or strays too close to danger, a good shepherd hurls the rod through the air to send a message to the wayward animal to scurry back to the group. The rod does not hurt the sheep but disciplines him/her to come back to the right path.


The shepherd’s rod is not only for authority and discipline, but also for protection from danger. A shepherd uses the rod to beat the brush to scare away snakes and other creatures. The skilled shepherd uses his rod to drive off predators like coyotes, wolves, cougars or stray dogs. 

I remember the time I was enjoying a long run in the country when a big dog came up to me. I later discovered that this dog was a mix of Pit Bull and Rottweiler! All I could do was take off my baseball cap and wave it menacingly! I wish I had a rod that day. As a matter of fact, from then on, when I ran down that road, I kept a rod hidden on the side of the road and stopped to pick it up each time I went by that house. I never used it, but the rod was a comfort to me when I ran by that house where the Rottweiler/Pit Bull had dug a tunnel under the chain-link fence. 


Once in Kenya photographing elephants, Phillip Keller was accompanied by a young Masai herder who carried a rod in his hand. To drive a herd of elephants, they decided to dislodge a boulder and roll it down the slope to scare the elephants. As they dislodged the rock, they uncovered a coiled cobra ready to strike. In a split second the alert shepherd boy lashed out with his club and killed the snake on the spot. The weapon had never left his hand even while they worked on the rock. In an instant Keller saw in a new light the meaning of the phrase “Thy rod . . . comforts me.” 2 
THY STAFF

The staff, more than any other item of his personal equipment, identifies the shepherd as a shepherd. No one in any other profession carries a shepherd’s staff-- a long, slender stick with a crook or hook on one end like this authentic one Turner Bridgforth gave me from our drama closet. It’s from a Bedouin shepherd in Kuwait. The staff is used for the care and management of sheep--and only sheep. It will not do for herding cattle, horses, dogs, cats or church members. It is designed, shaped and adapted especially to the needs of sheep. 


One word describes the staff’s function in the shepherd’s hand: comfort. Whereas the rod is a symbol of power, discipline and defense, the word “staff” represents concern and compassion. The shepherd uses the staff to guide sheep gently into a new path or through some gate or along dangerous, difficult routes. He does not use it to hit the sheep or to discipline them. Rather, the tip of the long slender stick is laid gently against the animal’s side and the pressure applied guides the sheep in the way the owner wants it to go.

A second use of the shepherd’s staff is to draw the sheep together into an intimate relationship with one another. Philip Keller says that if a newborn lamb and its mother are separated, the shepherd uses his staff to lift gently the lamb and bring it to its mother. He does not touch the lamb because if the ewe smells human odors, she might reject her own lamb. 


At other times the good shepherd uses the staff to nudge the sheep to stay in community with one another. As I said earlier, the rod is thrown at wayward sheep far off the right path. The staff is used, however, to gently nudge those who are just out of community to come back into the group. 


The staff is used by the shepherd not only to guide sheep into the right paths and to draw them into community with one another, but also to draw sheep into intimate relationship with the shepherd himself. Sometimes the shepherd actually holds his staff against the side of a sheep simply so that they are “in touch.” The sheep obviously enjoys this special attention from the shepherd and revels in the close, personal, intimate contact. To be drawn closer to the shepherd is to experience comfort in a deep dimension. Truly, the sheep can say with the psalmist, thy staff comforts me. 
THEY COMFORT ME

As I said last Sunday, in the last half of verse 4 of Psalm 23, a major shift has happened. Until now we have been talking about the Shepherd--he makes, he leads, he restores, he guides. But now we no longer speak about the Lord; we speak to the Lord: For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. From now on in this psalm the Lord is not he or she but thou. As Jesus tells us, the Good Shepherd “goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.” 


Now perhaps we can understand why this psalm, more than any other, speaks to our hearts as it does. In his book, The Lord is My Shepherd, Harold Kushner tells us that the words, For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me are the Bible’s clearest and most succinct response to the question of why bad things happen to good people. Here God does not explain; God comforts. 3  

We learned in seminary that the task of the preacher is twofold: to afflict the comfortable and to comfort the afflicted. Today I follow the second task and am glad to proclaim For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.

When I hear that the Lord our Shepherd comforts us, I hear Jesus saying, “He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out . . . .  and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.” (John 10:3c, 4c). In other words, For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.

When I hear that the Lord our Shepherd comforts us, I hear Paul praying, Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. (2 Corinthians 1:3-4). In other words, For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.

When I hear that the Lord our Shepherd comforts us, I hear Second Isaiah singing, Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. (Isaiah 40:1). In other words, For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. It’s the prayer of one who feels safe in the arms of the Good Shepherd. 

Twenty-one years ago (1988) on a Saturday night in December, I visited Glennie Nybeck in the hospital.  Mrs. Nybeck had fallen that day, broken her hip, and was to have surgery on that second Sunday of Advent.  


Mrs. Nybeck was three years shy from having three digits for her age. That Saturday night she said, as she usually said to me, "You are more handsome than I thought!"  Is that a compliment or not?  I'm not sure, but she always said it with a smile. She was very confused in her thinking those last couple of years. She was not sure what I did for a living, and when she did, she thought I was the new Presbyterian minister in town. (Her daughter was Presbyterian.)


That night I visited for a few minutes with Glennie Nybeck and Frances, her daughter, and then asked, "May I have a prayer with you, Mrs. Nybeck?"  We all joined hands around the bedside and bowed our heads. Before I could begin my prayer, however, Mrs. Nybeck began to pray.  “Heh, I’m the one who is supposed to be praying here!” I thought to myself, but for once I kept my mouth shut. Because she startled me by beginning the prayer, I don't remember very many of her words. After the initial shock, however, I listened to her pray in preparation for her surgery and began to sense a tremendous awe and wonder in that sacred moment.  Here was a woman who did not know who her pastor was and did not know who her daughter was, but she knew who her Good Shepherd was.  Her prayer was genuine, sincere, simple, and from the depths of her life. 


On the night before this ninety-seven-year-old woman would have the surgery that might be her last hour on this earth, she spoke a prayer which testified to the peace and comfort she not only felt but also trusted. (She did, of course, survive the surgery the next day.) One phrase I still remember from her prayer that December night is what I now use in my prayers in hospital rooms: "Keep us safe in your arms." 


We pray today Psalm 23: For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. It’s the prayer of Glennie Nybeck: “Keep us safe in your arms.” 

Prayer: Psalm 23 (RSV)

HYMN 560 Leaning on the Everlasting Arms
1 Phillip Keller, A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23; 1990; 1970, pages 85-86 (Throughout this sermon I use Keller’s book for information about sheep and shepherds.)

2 Keller, page 91

3 Harold Kushner, The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the Twenty-third Psalm, 2003, page 110
Page 


