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The Lord Is My Shepherd

As a lad I can remember my grandparents telling me stories about their childhood when life was much simpler, though by no means easier.  If anything, it was harder.  Children living in the early years of the 20th century only fantasize about the conveniences we now take for granted – conveniences that have made life easier, certainly more comfortable and enjoyable.

During those early years of the 20th Century when America was still mostly rural, most communities had a one-room wooden schoolhouse where all the students were taught by one teacher regardless of their age or grade.  The school was usually heated with a single pot-belly stove.

Textbooks were expensive and therefore rare.  That’s one of the reasons the Bible was frequently used for teaching grammar, reading, spelling and vocabulary.  Compared to other published books at the time, copies of the Bible were plentiful.  Almost every home had one, even if they were rarely moved from their usual resting place.  Naturally it was the King James Version.  It wasn’t until 1946 - when the Revised Standard Version of The New Testament was first published – that there was a choice.  Until that time, the King James was the only Bible there was for Protestants.  

In that simpler era – decades before anyone ever dreamed of the Internet, computers, and all the other electronic devises we now take for granted – formal school work included memorization.  

What did students memorize?  Classical poems of literature, excerpts from fiction as well as non-fiction, including Abraham Lincoln’s The Gettysburg Address.  Certain Bible passages were also very popular – particularly the 23rd Psalm.  And of course, everyone memorized it in The King James.  

I’m confident there are some here this morning who can recall having to memorize the 23rd Psalm as a child.  I know I was required to do so in my Sunday School class back in the mid 1950’s.

So, just for fun, let’s see how good your memory is.  Join me as together we recite aloud the 23rd Psalm using the King James Version.  

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 

he leadeth me beside the still waters. 


He restoreth my soul: 

he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

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. 

With the possible exception of the Christmas Story, there is likely no other biblical passage so well known in the King James Version as the 23rd Psalm.  It’s a familiar passage frequently printed in memorial cards and read at funerals.
But times have changed.  Students are no longer required to memorize much of anything.  The Internet has changed that.  Within a matter of moments anyone can look up virtually anything they need to know.   

With the dramatic changes we’ve seen during the past few decades, it’s not surprising that professions that were once the backbone of our economy are now extinct.  Gone are the days of blacksmiths, millers of grain, and – you guessed it – shepherds.  

I doubt there are many here who can claim they ever met a shepherd, let alone know one.  True, some of you may be able to name someone you knew who raised sheep.  My grandfather’s brother was a sheepherder in Potter Country in the 1920’s & 30’s.  But even sheepherders were not the same as a lone shepherd who wondered all day with the sheep, leading them from pasture to pasture, then to water, and many times staying the night with them in the field.  

The fact is, most of us know very little about sheep.  I mean, when was the last time you touched a sheep other than at the PA Farm Show?  Unless you were raised on a farm, it’s unlikely you’ve never interacted with a sheep.
It’s for this reason I’d like to take a few moments this morning and review with you the 23rd Psalm, and its significance for us.

The Psalm is attributed to David, the son of Jessie, who later in life became one of ancient Israel’s greatest Kings.  You’ll recall the occasion when the Prophet Samuel first came to the home of Jessie.  Samuel was on a mission for God.  His mission was to anoint a new king to replace King Saul, who had found disfavor with God. 
One by one Jessie proudly paraded his sons before Samuel, and one by one Samuel discerned they were not to be anointed.  Finally, after having been introduced to seven of Jessie’s sons, and finding none whom God had directed Samuel to anoint, Samuel asked Jessie, “Have you no other sons?”  Jessie replied, “There is still the youngest, but he is out taking care of the sheep.”  (I Samuel 16:11b).  Well, as you know, it was David the shepherd boy who Samuel anointed.  

Since shepherds spent a good bit of their time alone tending the sheep, they had a lot of time to think and reflect on just about everything – including God.  It was on one such occasion that David tried to imagine what God was like.  Given his profession, it was natural for him to imagine God to be like a Shepherd.  If any one of us were to do the same today, I seriously doubt we’d think of God as a shepherd, realizing how little we know about sheep or shepherding.  But for David it was a natural response.

So David began by saying, “The Lord is my Shepherd.”  Knowing how David cared for and protected his father’s  sheep, it was natural for him to think of God in much the same way.  David viewed God as Someone who protected and cared for him.

So David wrote: “I shall not want.”   Knowing it was the responsibility of the shepherd to provide for the needs of the sheep – to see that they were well fed, rested, and protected – David viewed God in much the same way.  David believed God to be his Shepherd, caring for him even as he cared for his sheep.  

Familiar with the practices of a shepherd, David then wrote: “He makes me to lie down in green pastures.”  It was the shepherd’s responsibility to lead the sheep to green pastures for them to graze, then let them lie down to chew their cud.  A good shepherd knew the location of green pastures, leading his flock from one pasture to another without losing any of them.  

“He leads me beside the still waters; he restores my soul.”  Sheep are naturally afraid of swift running water.  And rightly so.  It makes sense that if a sheep were to fall into swift moving water, their wool coat would quickly become saturated, become heavy, and cause them to sink and drown.  So it’s not surprising sheep are naturally afraid of swift moving water.  They prefer drinking from a pool of still water.  

“He leads me in the right paths for his name's sake.”  Here David refers to the shepherd’s responsibility for providing the sheep with an environment of peace and tranquility.  A shepherd knows how quickly sheep became spooked because they have no natural self defense.  Knowing this, the last thing a shepherd wants is for something to startle the sheep, causing them to panic and scatter in every direction.

“Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me.” In this phrase David reminds himself that whenever danger griped him with fear, God was his Protector.  Even in the face of Death David was confident God would not desert him. 
Then David adds: “your rod and your staff - they comfort me.”  Both the rod and staff were tools of the trade.  A rod was nothing more than a billy club - a baseball bat if you will.  It was used to fend off wild beasts or any other unfriendly intruder.  The rod was a simple, but affective weapon.

The staff was a long pole with a crook at the end, used to rescue sheep from a rocky precipice, or nudge them together as they walked along in a herd.  Both the rod and staff were visible reminders that the shepherd was prepared to protect and rescue the sheep whenever danger appeared.  David viewed God in the same way.

Now in verse five something unexpected happens for the reader.  Suddenly the analogy of the shepherd disappears and a new analogy is introduced.  It’s the analogy of a gracious host. 

“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.”  From this point on David is no longer thinking of God as a shepherd, but a gracious Host.  The image is one where David is seated at a table with his enemies attempting to reconcile with them.  We might think of it as negotiating a peace treaty.  It’s within this context David reminds himself he is not alone at the table.  David assures himself that though there is cause for concern and apprehension, God is with him.  

Then David writes: “you anoint my head with oil.”   The practice of anointing one’s head with oil is an unfamiliar one to us.  We no longer pour oil over someone’s head for any reason.  For David, however, the image of God anointing his head with oil portrayed God soothing David’s mind, putting him at ease - much like a neck message might do for us.  David viewed God as easing his stress and worry as David sought reconciliation with his enemies.  David felt God was not only supporting him, but was an invisible partner in the reconciliation process.

“My cup overflows.”  As the words imply, the image is of great abundance, so much so that David’s cup cannot contain all the goodness God has for him.  David assures himself that so long as he trusts God’s directives, God will bless him beyond his wildest dreams.  And David was right.  God took a humble shepherd boy and raised him up to be one of ancient Israel’s greatest Kings.

“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord as long as I live.”  David completes his Psalm with a personal statement of affirmation, reminding himself so long as he is faithful to God, he can depend on God’s goodness and faithfulness. 

There’s a reason that the 23rd Psalm has remained the most popular of all 150 Psalms throughout two millennia.  Whether read in the King James Version or any other translation, it remains the most beloved of all Psalms.  It serves to remind us that God is with us in all circumstances, and that with God by our side we can depend on Him.

This simple central lesson is important for us as we gather this afternoon for another congregational meeting to discern Allison’s future.  These are uncertain and anxious times.  Attending will be persons representing a full spectrum of opinions, from those convinced we need to remain in this building whatever the cost, to those who can’t understand why it’s taking so long to make the decision to relocate.  

But regardless of where you are on that spectrum there are two truths we all need to remember.  First, those who attend today’s meeting love God and love Allison Church.  We are not adversaries in conflict with one another.  We are brothers and sisters in Christ, devoted to serving Christ through this congregation.  Let us not forget that that fact.

Second, whatever your position, there is general concern about the financial resources needed either to make the necessary repairs to our current facility, or relocate and build anew.  Unless we decide to do nothing, we’re looking to raise some major capital in the near future.

In either instance our faith will be tested.  It’s for this reason that we need to keep our eyes fixed on Christ the Good Shepherd and trust Him even as David did.  It’s all about trusting Christ and following His lead.  

In reflecting on the 23rd Psalm, let us not forget that the shepherd leads the flock, he doesn’t follow behind them.  The shepherd chooses the right path, not the sheep.  

As we continue the process of discerning Christ’s direction for Allison, let us commit ourselves to following Christ’s lead.  Let us trust in His ability to guide and provide for us, learning to rely on His faithfulness.  

Amen.

