Homily Psalm 23. Mary Muir, May 15, 2011

Divine Shepherd - Open our hearts and help us understand your word. 
Speak in ways that relate to who we are and where we are in our lives. Help us to know you and Trust you.
 (Question: (How many people (show of hands) can remember a significant time in their life when they were personally touched by the 23rd Psalm? – Where were you and what was the situation? 
“The Lord is my Shepherd” is maybe one of the most quoted Psalms in history. –I remember my first grade teacher reciting it with the Pledge of Allegiance -Often it is quoted at funerals…. although-- it is really more about Life than Death!

It was not until I was an adult that I spent time really reflecting on it: reading God’s Psychiatry and in a Contemplative Prayer Group I led.  –It’s been a tremendous blessing to me and those who spent time meditating on it. 
Psalm 23 is a very rich, visual, personal story about a man named David facing a truly terrifying time in his life. There’s a powerful sensory and metaphorical quality that draws us immediately into the imagery.

· To lay the foundation, scripture tells us - David had a diverse and high profile background. (Knew life from both sides: as a young shepherd boy; many twists and life turns; became a king controversial big mistakes and victories.  
However when he wrote this –his life was bleak. Betrayed by his son; banished as king; rejected; alienated; his life threatened – isolated in wilderness- facing a dark and dangerous life situation.  
As wisdom teachers remind us –no one escapes Suffering.    As humans, we must face Uncontrollable Life Changing Events.  At this point, David was in it full force- just surviving- no provisions, power or possessions.

Yet, it is in the desolation of this desert experience that he begins to review his life and search his soul.  He recalls what it was like for him as a young shepherd tending sheep here. He identifies with the fact that he and the sheep have a lot in common - tend to wander and get in trouble or lost:  vulnerable to predators, scared, need constant re-direction and protection. Both need to be totally dependent on the Shepherd for day to day survival. 
That early, 24/7 close care giving relationship- triggered insights about God’s Care for him and his own relationship with God.  Like the disciples on the road to Emmaus he ultimately recognizes His Shepherd and Lord. (–Note the first line of this profound psalm –“The Lord is MY Shepherd.”)
In preparing for today’s homily, I reflected on a current, uncontrollable life situation– (my granddaughter’s health, family stresses) and my own need to rely on the Shepherd…

 How about you?  What is the biggest cause of worry, concern, fear or challenge or doubt you are facing or have faced? Where is Shepherd in your story?
 Often, just thinking about challenging times creates a feeling of unrest–we get off balance and that creates havoc in our day to day lives. 

 It is interesting to me, David’s insights and the first part of the 12 Step Philosophy offer the same Prescriptions! – We need a Divine Shepherd whom we can Trust to Take Over and Be There for Us.  We are not meant to be alone without Divine direction.  
David’s story says something about our own spiritual journey: – It takes constant Tending, Time and Listening to the Shepherd to build the Trust we need. The excuse “I have no time” would not cut it in David’s book! 
There are several necessary components for building this kind of trusting and loving relationship. (They apply whether tending Sheep, other people, spiritual shepherding or being followers of our Divine Shepherd.) – 

The message is profound… especially in today’s world with constant overload, over commitment, competing values and priorities. Our Inner enemies are the worst challenges. ---                                                     The “Mad Hatter syndrome”, restlessness, fear and anxiety are running rampant.  

So here’s a bit of David’s Basic Advice for Priority Setting (based on Real Life First Hand Experience)  
· Keep close - Don’t stray too far or you get lost! -  To survive and thrive the key essentials are: Daily connection and quality time for relationship building with the Shepherd   -- - -To grow - gentle tending and daily nourishment are required.  

· Get Quiet and Calm.  -The Shepherd doesn’t just suggest this one–The word is “Makes” each charge first go to a quiet and calm inner space... The Shepherd guides and directs all to - slow down, lie down, take rest.  It is the only way to stay healthy, be restored and be ready for what lies ahead.–
·  Carve out a regular routine in safe, nurturing, healing places in nature. – NB. Get grounded daily by the natural energy of green pastures and still waters).  Not a luxury = a critical necessity for survival. 
*Chief Benefit –This builds relationship, trust and confidence in the Shepherd’s ability in both the mountain top and valley experiences of life. 
*My Note to self this week for reflection was:  “Ok, So how am I doing with taking that advice?" Am I walking my talk?” 
There is so much here to explore in a way that scripture speaks to our daily lives, but our time today isn’t enough. That is the focus of the contemplative prayer group approach.  If you would like some information- see me after church.  
For now- I will highlight a few key observations.   

· If you look at first half and the last half    see the way personal trust and faith increases and evolves. 
Notice the metaphor of sheep and shepherd epitomizes how he sees own walk with the Lord – In fact he begins with the words – "The Lord is My Shepherd”...Which leads him to the next insight:  – (Therefore) – "There is nothing that I shall want". Or as my mother always reminded me throughout my life– GOD PROVIDES...
This is not about materialism, cravings or ego based Wants, ---– It is about our Core Needs. ..What is essential in our life-- a sense of security, belonging and meaning…  It is about receiving inner peace, well being, balance, faithfulness–with a protection and grace to grow in both green pasture and dark valleys in life. 
The proof lies in the last few lines-- Notice his closing. Here’s David’s definitive statement: “Surely” or “I AM SURE”...  I KNOW NOW God’s Goodness and Mercy shall follow me all the days of my life --.  “David is telling us today, “I totally believe this is true. I can let go of all my doubts.  I can TRUST the Lord  as my shepherd.” “With total confidence, I believe this Shepherd will not let me down.” 
Talk about Personal Reference or Endorsement! David is telling us without a doubt.” It is like saying: "You can take this to the bank".  “I am personally vouching for TRUTH because I experienced it for myself.
This Psalm is so powerful it because this speaks to us both about who God is and who we are in continual close relationship with God.  

Before I end I want to share a gift. Listen to this letter as if it has been written to you personally.  Imagine it is from Your Shepherd speaking to you- heart to heart today.
 My Dear One- 
I AM YOUR SHEPHERD. I will give you all that is important for life. Be sure of that. Trust me to guide you through life. I will give you peace of mind. It will feel like you are resting in a lush green meadow. I fill your soul with serenity as beautiful as a cool, clear mountain lake.  

There will be a times of refreshment, as I prepare you for the tasks I have planned for you –I’ll  give you a higher life purpose and a path to follow and I will keep you safe. 

There will be times when, because I love you, I have to lead you into some dark places.  Don’t be scared or anxious - I will be right with you to protect you. It will be so dark that you may feel like you are standing at the edge of life, but keep trusting me anyway. We will get through it and I will return you to the light again. At times you may not see me or feel my presence, but it’s OK - you have my eternal promise I won’t ever leave you or abandon you.  If you continue to trust me even after these dark times – I will refill your heart with peace and confidence.   You will even be able to sit down unafraid despite enemies just keep listen and talk to me. Your contentment and joy will be so great, it will carry over into other’s lives and you walk with them. Just remember –I am the one who will always protect you and heal your pain, and nurture you.

When you have completed your purpose on earth. I want you to come home with me – and live there with me forever. Despite all your weakness, woundedness and wanderings-- don’t worry - I still love you unconditionally just as you are... You are my heart.    

· Blessings and Peace, Your Divine Shepherd 

