Loved, Guided, Guarded and Nurtured
Good Shepherd Sunday
Psalm 23
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 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.

John 10:22-30

22At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 
†
On the civil calendar today is Mother’s Day. In many homes it is a day when children learn to say thank you to their moms for their love and for all that they do for them. We acknowledge that, for some, this day a day of complicated emotions. Whether we celebrate Mother’s Day or simply get through it, we pray for the moms in our sphere of life.

On the church calendar, today is the fourth Sunday of Eastertide. Eastertide is that season of 50 days following Easter when we remember, celebrate and explore the meaning of Jesus’ resurrection. Today is traditionally called Good Shepherd Sunday because our readings focus on Jesus as our Good Shepherd.

For some of you, Psalm 23 is a beloved spiritual resource that brings comfort and inspires courage. Some of you know Psalm 23 by heart. Others of you may be hearing Psalm 23 for the first time.

If there were just one scripture passage that you memorized in your life, Psalm 23 might be the right one. The great 20th century theologian, Karl Barth, said that Psalm 23 is a summary of the entire book of Psalms.

It can be read and recited from start to finish as a broad and deep spiritual affirmation. It can be studied to learn about the nature of God’s love for us.
Also, a single verse or even a phrase may be prayed repeatedly as a Christian mantra.
In a time of uncertainty - The Lord is my shepherd

When tempted to buy what you do not need - I shall not want

In a time of exhaustion - You, O Lord, restore my soul. 

In this season of Eastertide and on the day when we receive new members and on the day that Casey Riker prepares for an international summer adventure we hear and affirm that the Lord is our shepherd. In our reading from the Gospel of John and in others, Jesus affirmed that he is the Good Shepherd.
Let’s look beyond the familiar and explore together this psalm of King David.
†

It begins “The Lord is my shepherd.”
The image of God as shepherd only appears in two other psalms
 and there God is praised as Israel’s shepherd. It is only in Psalm 23 that the God is affirmed as our personal shepherd. 

The psalm affirms a primary and exclusive relationship. The Lord alone is my shepherd and no King or President, and no individual past or present. 

Our shepherd is the God of Abraham and Sarah, the God of Paul and Mary Magdalene, the God of Martin Luther King Jr. and Dorothy Day…that God is my shepherd. And as the Lord shepherded each one of them, so the Lord shepherds you and me.

Because God is our shepherd we shall not want. Both in ourselves and from beyond ourselves our desire is stoked for what we do not have. What freedom from want we have! Because the Lord provides, I do not need to live in the tyranny of desire for things I don’t have.

The shepherd leads us to lie down in green pastures and drink from still waters. Beyond the necessities of food and water, there is a powerful sense of security in this psalm – we may lie down and rest. 
King David encountered enemies of the state and there were undoubtedly times that he would have been afraid, but, because the Lord was his shepherd, his home base was not fear, but a place of security and rest. Where is your home base?
David also affirmed that the Lord restores our soul. Someone said playfully, a nice, hot bubble bath restores my soul. The Hebrew word often translated “soul” is nefesh is much stronger; it means “life breath”. Without the nefesh life breath humans are not alive. “He restores my soul” has more the significance of divine CPR where God brings us back to life.

Nurtured by God and restored with life breath, our shepherd leads us in paths of righteousness or right paths. If you have in mind the rocky terrain of Syria and Palestine, you can understand how it was not always easy to find the right path, the safe path. As our shepherd, God leads us in right paths.

Here is one of the great joys for followers of Jesus. We do not have to live life as an explorer forever moving into unknown lands. We not live by our experience alone. Our shepherd knows and understands this life and leads us with that knowledge.
· There are the teachings of Jesus recorded in the Gospels
· Seek first the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness and everything else will be granted to you

· Forgive 70 x 7

· Blessed are the peacemakers

· Wisdom of Proverbs 
· better to eat vegetables with people you love than to eat the finest meat where there is hate

· a gentle answer quiets anger but a harsh one stirs it up.

· The Lord wants weights and measures to be honest and every sale to be fair.

· The good and faithful life is taught by prophets like Micah - do justice, love kindness, walk humbly with your God
 
· For everyone who has eyes to see and ears to hear our shepherd also leads us through the lives of saints and sinners
· My seminary president – it is hard to dialogue when righteousness is all on one side

· A professor – evil always looks good and always brings death

· A brother in Christ had struggled with addiction. In sobriety he continued that struggle against his desire. One day into his recovery, he realized he had not craved his drug of choice. As we battle our demons, fight against our sin, struggle to be free in Christ, there is hope in our struggle that one day, we may be free.
· Mothers – how much we learn by their words and by how they live. What have you learned from your mother’s strengths or from her humanity? My mother once said “you can always say ‘Hello’” by which she meant “you can always be civil”. I don’t remember why she said it, but I have never forgotten it and, with a few exceptions, I have lived it.
†

A final observation about Psalm 23.
For 5 of the 6 verses, the verb tenses are in the present:
· The Lord is my shepherd who leads and restores
· I fear no evil

· Your rod and staff comfort
· You prepare and anoint
In this season of Eastertide, we affirm that the Shepherd of Psalm 23 has become flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. And just has he promised to his followers, so too Jesus, our shepherd, promises to be present with us: “I am with you always”
 and “I will never leave you or forsake you.”
 

It is only in verse six that the verbs are in the future tense: shall follow, shall dwell. Mindful of the Shepherd’s guidance, protection and nurture, David could look into his future with hope and trust: the Shepherd who feeds and waters me, the shepherd who leads me, the shepherd who protects me, this shepherd will be with me all my life.

There are dark valleys and shadows of death to be sure, but in the presence of my shepherd I may live with hope and with trust.
We are loved, guided, guarded and nurtured by Jesus, our Good Shepherd.
Thanks be to God! Amen.

Charge and Benediction

Dag Hammarskjöld, the former UN Secretary General, and deeply Christian man said this of the Good Shepherd:

Before Thee in humility, 
with Thee in faith, 
in Thee in peace.
Take Psalm 23 with you.

Write it upon your heart.

Reflect upon it in times of blessing

that you may have it in times of crisis.

The Lord is your shepherd.

The blessing of God Almighty

Father, Son and Spirit

Be with now and always.

Amen.
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