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And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long (Forever?)

1. Lunchtime conversation at BWA. Judy shared about our current series on Psalm 23. How on earth could we find enough material for 13 Sundays? I told her that I thought the preacher for the last in the series must really be working hard to find something fresh to say.
“Who’s that she said?” --------

Why me Bob? Why me!

With one of the most beautiful and biblical known pieces of scripture – surely there is something new to say!

My preparation for this sermon has helped me to see that there is so, so, much more.

2. Just over ten years ago – Chicago meeting with a number of different Baptist groups. Just dropped off at my hotel – stood in line to check in – Is there a Paul Montacute here? Shouted one of the staff. “Phone call, sir” I knew immediately what was up. My father had been dying for a number of months. I took the phone. It was my mother from England. He’s gone she said. We chatted for a few minutes and I gave her a hug down the line.
A limo had just dropped someone at the door and the Concierge asked him to drop me at O’Hare as quickly as possible. I got a flight that night to Washington Dulles, and the next day – Tuesday, I started hunting a seat to get me to London. There was nothing until Wednesday night and the funeral was Friday. This meant that it was midday Thursday before I arrived at the family home. My brother and sister were out on errands, and Mum gave me a list as well.
No 1 was to go and visit Dad. Mum knew that this was how things were done in the US. But, we Brits don’t usually do that kind of thing! I had only ever seen one dead body in 50 years. 
So, that night Mum and I went to the funeral home, and were taken into a small Chapel of Rest. Dad was lying in his coffin in the middle of the room, and there were two candles at the head. As we walked toward the coffin I saw that there was a small lectern with a book on it!  Was it? I wondered.
Yes, it was. A Bible, opened at the 23rd Psalm, and so I read it. Holding mother in my arms and tears streaming down our faces. I prayed, and we hugged again. 

We both just knew that Dad was not there. He was dwelling in the house of the Lord Forever.
What assurance.

The 23rd Psalm that I had learnt by heart in day school and Sunday school summed it all up. It was quite an experience to share with Judith, Pete and Tim, when I got home and a real shame that they were not with me to experience the service of Thanksgiving at the local Crematorium.
3. One month later, Judith and the Boys were coming with me to Vancouver for our annual BWA meetings. We were in for a tough journey as Judith had just had surgery on a ruptured Achilles tendon.
The phone rang very early in the morning. We’ve all had those calls. 

“She’s going,” I heard Judith’s father say about her mother, and within an hour she had passed on, and was dwelling in the house of the Lord.

This time we all went to the funeral. Changing tickets and plans in less than 24 hours. 

Judith’s brother is married to an Israeli woman and they had two Christian / Jewish teenage boys. When the eight of us got together just two days after Mum’s death, I suggested a visit to the Funeral home so that we could all say our good byes.  All agreed. I reached for mother’s Book of Common – Prayer. They were Anglicans / Episcopalian and we set out for the funeral home.
As we stood around the open coffin, I turned to Psalm 23 in the prayer book.

And as Christians and Jews we read one of the best known Psalms to both Christians and Jews!

4. Psalm 23 – or David’s Shepherds Psalm, has been the thesis of countless sermons and the message of hundreds of hymns. There is a good reason for this. In two paragraphs of six verses, David summarizes the proper relationship between God and his people.
The Psalm gives assurance, hope, and security.

5. So, just where was and is this house of the Lord – and how long do we dwell there? Forever!  Some claim that it may indicate the temple. 
Mention of the “the house of the Lord” is significant whether literal or metaphoric.
It provides a communal dimension to this Psalm which is usually seen as individualistic. The imagery of the physical temple, and the “table” in verse 5, and the suggestion of Temple staff all create this image.
Commentators believe that the setting of most of the Psalms is in the worship of the cult of Yahweh at any sanctuary set apart for this purpose, but particularly at the sanctuary in Jerusalem, the Temple built by Solomon. Worship would have been testimonial to, or perhaps even by, the congregation, and possibly a fellowship meal.

So, it was against this backdrop that the poet talked of the comprehensiveness of God’s provision and the security of his presence – a provision and a security indeed which are as certain as the unchanging love which produces them and as real as the presence which Guarantees them.
So, what does it mean to dwell in the house of the Lord? I’m grateful to Bob for introducing us to Harold Kushner’s writings. Kushner quotes the poet, Robert Frost, who defines it as “something you somehow don’t have to deserve.” It is the ultimate expression of the promise, “I will be with you.”Home symbolizes safety, security, a refuge from the dangers of the world outside. “God’s house is also a sanctuary in the sense of a holy place, a Sanctum. A really comfortable place.
This however could be uncomfortable, even intimidating and overpowering to live our day’s conscious of the fact that we are living in the presence of God.
We begin to realize that God invites us into his presence, not simply to protect us and not only to judge us, but to establish a relationship with us, and the basis of that relationship is God’s expectation of our moral behavior.
For the person who asks, “Why should I respect my neighbor’s property? Where is my reward for being honest? The 23rd Psalm gives us the answer. The reward is “I shall dwell in the house of the Lord Forever”
6. There is a familiarity with Psalm 23. Maybe because we learnt it in our youth, and have recited it on and on adnausiem.
Traveling by plane from Kampala, Uganda to Kigali, Rwanda. Flew around the clouds, the two pilots, four nuns, the Australian Hitch hikers and myself.

Terrible storms. Flew this way and that way. Four nuns had their rosary. How I wish I had one, because it was obviously having a calming effect on them. No, all I had was my memory of Psalm 23, the Lord’s Prayer and the Grace. Simple, familiar and repetitive - yes. For me though, I was in the House of the Lord, and since then, whenever the flight is going to be or is bumpy; the 23rd Psalm gives me a real sense of security.


7. Earlier on in this series we were told that “My way “by Frank Sinatra was one of the most popular songs Funerals. With Weddings I always laugh when the Bride and Groom choose and heartedly sing “Dear Lord and father of Mankind, Forgive our foolish ways.”
William L Holladay believes that Psalm 23 has become “an American Secular Icon.”

The Psalm is heard in the midst of death and dying, but it also has lots to tell the living.
To “dwell in the house of the Lord forever” is a poetic way of saying the psalmist will be with God. This is the climax of the psalm. The most beautiful promise of heaven is that we will enjoy the presence of God forever.
Forever means for ever. In Africa I am often asked “where do you stay,” and I respond with the name of a friend or a hotel. “No, where do you stay?” I’m asked again.” Only then do I realize that I am asked where I live, city or country. Forever! Not just for the short time I may be visiting.
Stay means stay.
Forever means for ever!

Remember that Jesus was a Jew and has probably read the Book of Psalms more and more than we have!

Jesus obviously knew and loved this Psalm. He applied it to himself and his mission John 10: 14 -15.
“I am the Good Shepherd. I know my own and my own know me. Just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep.” 
In Christian Theology, Jesus was both the Good Shepherd and sacrificial Lamb of God. He cares for his sheep and he gave himself for them – to take away the sin of the world. David would never have thought of that.
SO – Jesus cares for his sheep – you and I
The people in Congo and Afghanistan, 

those with no health insurance

Edward Kennedy and his fellow workers on behalf of the poor.

And Jesus died to take away the sin of the world.
Our sin – your sin - my sin our individual sin and collective sin.
So we are called to dwell in the house of the Lord forever! To experience the safety and security of his dwelling place.

But not to slumber in the warmth of a cozy comforter.

This is an active dwelling – a living life to the full – abundant  dwelling. Individually and collectively 
Our calling is to affirm that “Surely Goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.
