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THOU PREPAREST A TABLE BEFORE ME

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies. Verse 5 presents another change of emphasis in Psalm 23. We have already noted that in verse 4 the pronouns change. Until now we have been talking about the Lord--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. And verse 5 begins with this intimate relationship as well: Thou preparest a table before me. 

Here we have another shift of emphasis because the role of the Lord appears to change. Up to this point the Lord is my shepherd. Now the Lord appears to be a host who prepares a table before me, anoints me as a guest, fills my drinking cup and invites me to stay in the house of the Lord all my days. Is the Lord no longer a shepherd but now a host? Or is the Lord still a shepherd who feeds us? 

Phillip Keller continues the image of the Lord as Shepherd. Phillip Keller grew up in East Africa and was surrounded by simple native herders whose customs resembled those herders of biblical times. For eight years Keller was a sheep rancher and has written a book based on his experiences: A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 (1990; 1970).


Keller reads Psalm 23 as a chronology of the annual activities of all shepherds. He recalls taking his sheep in the summer to the high mountain country areas, which are called alp lands or tablelands. In the Western United States, Southern Europe and most of Africa, the high, flat-topped plateaus of the sheep ranges are referred to as “mesas.” “Mesa” is the Spanish word for “table.” 1 

So Keller the shepherd believes that in Psalm 23 the Good Shepherd prepares a table, a mesa, for the sheep. On the table/mesa is high, rich summer grass that nourishes the sheep. The table spread before the sheep and before us is a mountaintop experience of sunshine, green grass and safety. The table spread for us represents the sunny, summer mountaintop experience of life and faith. It’s bluegrass gospel music singing, “Keep on the Sunny Side.” For Keller the Lord continues to be the Good Shepherd throughout this Psalm.

IN THE PRESENCE OF MY ENEMIES

Harold Kushner, however, views verse 5 as a shift from the Lord as Good Shepherd to the Lord as Gracious Host. In his book, The Lord is My Shepherd: Healing Wisdom of the Twenty-third Psalm, Kushner interprets this verse as a meal in a home. As a matter of fact, he is concerned with the second half of this verse that seems so abrupt after the images of comfort, gratitude and trust. Kushner tells us that three times in one year, he had the following conversation with a colleague:


“What are you working on now?”


“I am writing a book about the Twenty-third Psalm.”


And each time the response was, “What are you doing with the line about preparing a table in the presence of enemies?” 2 Kushner struggles with why the Good Host (not the Good Shepherd anymore) opens the home and prepares a table before me in the presence of my enemies. 


I believe Psalm 23 is a meditation on the Israelites’ wilderness wanderings from Egypt to the Promised Land. As we heard today from Exodus 16, when the people murmur and complain to Moses and Aaron about how great the Deli food was back in Egypt, the Lord provides a table of bread and birds so that they “will not lack.” The Israelites are “a people of faith on the journey of life” (VBC’s tagline) for whom the Lord spreads a table in the wilderness (Psalm 78:19) while surrounded by nations who do not want these escaped slaves to stop on their land. There at the Lord’s table in the wilderness, the Israelites are eating “in the presence of our enemies.” 

This verse was a favorite in London at communion services during World War II, when the bombing was at its peak. In one instance a bomb hit one section of a church building while the worship service continued. The Christians prayed while German bombs dropped, Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies. 3

What does this mean to hear Psalm 23 today, however? Kushner is helped by the insights of the Jewish theologian and mystic Zalman Schachter 4 Once a year, Schachter convenes an imaginary dinner party in his mind and invites everyone with whom he has had a run-in during the past year. Each person with whom he is on bad terms; each one who has been mean to him or his family; and each man or woman who has hurt, offended or disappointed him is invited to this imaginary feast. 


In the course of this mental banquet,  Schachter goes around the table and explains to his guests that he has invited them to thank them for the various gifts they have given him during the past year. They have taught him to understand others a little better. Because of each one there he has learned it is unrealistic to expect too much from the average person. 


Schachter also thanks his guests at the imaginary banquet for helping him understand himself a little better. Because of each of them, he has looked deep into his own soul and traveled back to his childhood in an effort to understand what there was in him that made him react so strongly to their actions. In the process, he has learned a lot about others and a lot about himself. And for these gifts he is grateful.


Harold Kushner admits that Schachter’s imaginary dinner was not what the psalmist had in mind when he wrote of his enemies witnessing him at the banquet table. Kushner calls Schachter’s midrash reading of Psalm 23 a “creative misreading” which is true in its own right even as if it varies from the original intent of the printed text. Harold Kushner challenges us to remember that when we find ourselves in conflict with another person, we can choose alternative ways of reframing the conflict. Instead of asking, “What’s wrong with that person that he or she would do such a thing to me?” or “What’s wrong with me that someone would treat me so badly?,” we might learn to ask, “What can I learn from this incident to reduce the number of people in my life whom I think of as enemies?” 5 
AT TABLE WITH JESUS

For Harold Kushner, the former rabbi, sitting at table with your enemies is an imaginary meal with the Lord as Host. For Christians, it is not an imaginary meal; it is our reality. How does Jesus treat his enemies? According to Mark’s account of the Gospel, Jesus prepares a real table before his enemies and feeds them. 

We have already heard today Mark’s entire account of the Last Supper in 14:17-31. Jesus declares, “Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me, one who is eating with me.” Please note that Jesus is eating with his “enemy.” Jesus says, “It is one of the twelve, one who is dipping bread into the bowl with me.” Do you realize that all twelve disciples are eating that Last Supper with Jesus? They began to be distressed and to say to him one after another, “Surely, not I?” 

Jesus takes the bread and the cup, gives it to them and, according to Mark, all of them drank from it. On their way to the Mount of Olives, Jesus says, “You will all become deserters; for it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.’” 

Peter, however, says, “Even though I must die with you, I will not deny you.” Then Mark notes, And all of them said the same.


Jesus, not just the Good Shepherd but also the Gracious Host, prepares a table that last night. In Mark’s account, Judas is still there, as well as Peter, Thomas, James and John. They are all there. And they will all desert him before he dies. 

Jesus could have said, “Waiter, separate checks! I don’t want to start a church with these people!” but he doesn’t. Jesus prepares a table before them and feeds all of them. Each one will betray him and leave him. Jesus will die alone. And these are his “friends”?

If Jesus invites to dinner Judas, Peter, Thomas, James and John, then I believe that Jesus also invites Adolph Hitler, Saddam Hussein, and Osama ben Laden to dinner. If word gets out that Jesus and we have invited these enemies to dinner today, the Office of Homeland Security will probably plant secret agents in Vienna Baptist Church. If we dine with Jesus the Gracious Host, we will be on the government’s Watch List.

You see, Jesus did not command us to shoot our enemies; he commands us and demonstrates for us that we are to feed them! Why? Because in reality Jesus had no enemies at table that night and Jesus has no human enemies here at this table today. These sitting with Jesus and with us today are not God’s enemies. The psalm says, in the presence of my enemies. These are my enemies, not the Lord’s!

AND WITH MY ENEMIES


A few years ago I read a book by Elaine Pagels: The Origin of Satan 6 I thought Pagels would start by tracing the biblical understanding of evil through the dualism of good and evil in Zoroastrianism, which the Jews learned while in exile in Babylon and brought back to form the view we find in the New Testament. Instead, she tells what we find underneath the New Testament gospel accounts: a bitter conflict between the followers of Jesus and their fellow Jews who refused to worship Jesus as the Messiah. Jesus’ followers called these other Jews adversaries, enemies and instruments of Satan the Adversary. The early Christians called their enemies God’s enemies. Later the church declared all her enemies “creatures of Satan,” and named them “heretics.” 


Pagel’s main point is that we do not discern who is an enemy of God and then join God in hating these enemies. Instead, we determine who is my intimate enemy and then conscript the Lord to join us in our efforts to destroy my own enemy. From the Amalekites in Exodus to the Jews in the Gospels, biblical writers have continued to name my enemies as the Lord’s enemies. But now we have this table prepared for us in the presence of my enemies, and we can no longer call our enemies the Lord’s enemies because we dine at this table with Jesus as our Gracious Host.  


We live in a time of polarities and divisions: liberals and conservatives; Democrats and Republicans; blue states and red states; heterosexuals and homosexuals; pro-lifers and pro-choicers; whites and blacks; men and women; North and South; Christians and Muslims; Hokies and Cavaliers, Baptists and Baptists. The division between us and them continues to expand to the proportions of the Grand Canyon.


I have a dream for Vienna Baptist Church. It is a dream based on the rich heritage of VBC and our founding with both conservative Baptists and progressive Baptists joining together 52 years ago to begin a mission church in Vienna, Virginia. I have a dream that white Cambridge police officers and black Harvard professors, liberals and conservatives, traditionalists and progressives, King James Version readers and Living Bible readers, hawks and doves, military personnel and conscientious objectors, Jews and Christians can all sit down together at Jesus’ table. Many of my friends tell me that it is too difficult for a church to survive with such diversity. I respond, “I’m giving it my very life because I believe such a church is possible . . . and biblical.” 


The first step toward forming such a diverse congregation is to realize who is the enemy. Our Lord the Good Shepherd/Host spreads the table and invites everyone to sit at this table. This is no imaginary mesa in the summertime and no imaginary meal in a home. In front of us today is a real table. The purpose of this meal in this very real worship room is to sit down with those whom we think are our enemies. Jesus believes that if we will just stay here long enough at this table he prepares for us, my enemies will become my friends. 
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