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April 29, 2012 – Forth Sunday of Easter
Psalm 23

“The Lord is my Shepherd….”  This specific Psalm is requested at nearly every funeral and is the Psalm most memorized by Christians.  David is the author of this Psalm.  He was a shepherd himself and the son of a shepherd, so he knew firsthand the intricacies of being a shepherd.  Late, David became a king and was known as the “Shepherd King of Israel”.  He received the title “Shepherd King” not because of his humble beginnings as a shepherd but because he knew how to tend and care for his flock, even if his flock no longer gazed the hillsides.

Most of us have little knowledge of sheep or shepherds these days.  Sure, we may have seen sheep gazing in a pasture.  At my first appointment many years ago there was a sheep farm in the country west of Vicksburg.  It was fun to take the back road into Kalamazoo to watch the sheep, especially in the spring.  Some of the land on which the Shaftsburg United Methodist Church was built was once a sheep farm.  
While up north in Alba my organist was a veterinarian.  After the midnight candlelight service one Christmas Eve she invited my mother and me to her farm to the warmth of a stable under the barn where she kept her sheep.  It was a wonderful experience to be is such a place that so identified with our Savior’s birth…especially on Christmas Eve.  But such exposures hardly qualify me, or the average passerby, as a shepherd.  Sheep require endless attention and meticulous care for the flock to be content and healthy.  They are the hardest domestic animal to raise!
Jesus spoke of being the Good Shepherd and held up his unwavering compassion against the tenant sheep herder who might abandon the flock to the wild animals.  If you own the flock, you have a vested interest in its quality and safety.  
There already three conclusions we can draw from the opening verse: “The Lord is my Shepherd….”  King David bows to a greater King – the Lord God, maker of heaven and earth, maker of King David himself.  A good shepherd must have unique skills, you can’t keep sheep like you keep the family pet, no matter how pampered that pet may be.   David realizes his station as a sheep as well as the Shepherd King.

Sheep are unique in their needs and character.  It is no accident that God has chosen to compare us to sheep.  Our behaviors are often very much the same.  Sheep think as a flock, and we are mostly influenced by the masses, rather than our individuality.  Sheep tend to be fearful and timid.  Christ chooses us, purchased us by his sacrifice on the cross, calls us by name, makes us part of his flock and delights I caring for us…just as a shepherd does for the sheep.
Humanity tends to be stubborn and wayward as we seek paths other than the one God might place on us on.  Sometimes a sheep will continually get into trouble, wandering off and leading other sheep astray.  The shepherd, in all compassion, will break its leg.  If that specific sheep continues to lead the flock astray, it will be sacrificed to the dinner pot.  That may seem cruel to us but the sacrifice of one for the good of the flock is vital to the well-being of all.  Thankfully, our Shepherd took the sacrifice for us!

David follows his affirmation of God as his caretaker with “I shall not want”.  Sometimes Christians are puzzled by God’s provision for humanity.  We assume that because God is caring for us nothing bad should happen.  Again, we are sheep; we tend to wander and put ourselves in danger, as well as, live in a dangerous world.  David knew well the realities of life.  He was constantly harassed by his enemy Saul and his estranged son Absalom.  “I shall not want”…I shall not lack for the expert care and management of my Master God.  Real sheep take great comfort and feel secure when the shepherd is visible.  We human sheep take equal comfort and feel secure in the presence of our Great Shepherd.  With God’s watchful eye and our submission to God’s care, we can rest secure moveing through even the most dangerous or tragic circumstance with confidence.  If God is for us, who can be against us!

David paints an image of resting, of lying down in green pastures.  One of the strange things about sheep is that it’s almost impossible for them to lie down unless four requirements are met.

1. They cannot lie down unless they are free of fear.  If there is anything at all out of the ordinary, they are up on their feet and ready to run.

2. Because they are a very social animal they will not lie down if there is friction from other members of the flock.  Sheep, like we humans, have a pecking order and members are constantly challenging that order.  If one is butting heads to be in control, the flock cannot relax.  The shepherd’s presence in the flock helps keep order.

3. If flies and parasites plague a sheep, they cannot settle to a restful state.  The shepherd must provide continual grooming and insect repellent, nontoxic of course.

4. If the pasture isn’t lush enough to provide good food the sheep will spend every moment trying to satisfy their hunger.  A good shepherd must provide lush pasture so the sheep can relax and ruminate on the nourishment provided.

We often speak of God through Christ as ever present and ever caring – Immanuel, God with us.  Being a good shepherd requires constant care and forethought.  Our ever present and vigilant Lord allows us to rest, to relax.  When we feel, when we know, God’s presence, we too can rest secure.  There is nothing like Christ’s presence to dispel fear, alleviate our tendency to compete, know the enemy will be driven away and all our needs will be provided for.  “For God has not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.” (2 Timothy 1:7)

David continues, “He leads me beside still waters….”  All living things need water.  Our bodies are predominantly water and dehydration is dangerous, if not deadly.  Again, the shepherds care if vital.  If the pasture is lush and the morning dew is heavy, the sheep rise early and feed on the grass dampened well with dew.  They can go for a week without drinking from a stream.  If we rise early to pray and meditate on the Word of God, we can make it through the week between worship.

But if the land is parched and dry, a sheep will drink anything they can find, even a polluted mud hole.  Our spirits also crave the refreshment of pure water.  If we cannot quench our thirst, we will seek out the unsavory ways to fill our souls.  In Matthew 5:6 Jesus says “blessed are they which hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled.”  God alone, as the Good Shepherd, knows what will refresh our souls and replenish our spirits.  Another oddity about sheep though, if the water is stirring like in a babbling brook or is making rippling noise as it follows its given course, the sheep panic at the noise…hence the need for “still” waters.  It is a wise Good Shepherd indeed that has gifted us with love, grace and forgiveness rather than a gospel based on hell fire.
“He restores my soul.”  David knew what it was like to feel down cast and dejected.  He had tasted defeat and felt the frustration of falling into temptation.  In Psalm 42:11 David cries out, “Why are you cast down, O my soul?  Why are you disquieted within me?”  We think of emotions such as these as melancholy, depression or fear.  But a “cast” sheep is a very pathetic sight.  This is a sheep heavy with a coat of wool, lying on its back, feet in the air, flaying away frantically in it struggle to stand up again,  If the owner doesn’t arrive on the scene in a reasonably short time, the sheep will die!  And the danger from predators increases when a sheep is “cast”.

Our inexperienced first impulse would be to simply set the sheep back on its feet but it takes more than that.  First the animal is rolled on its side to relieve the pressure of gasses built up in the rumen.  If that sheep has been down for a long time the shepherd straddles her, gently rubbing her legs until the circulation returns.  Even with all this the sheep may stumble and fall again so the procedure must begin again with tender conversation for reassurance.  Tenderness and rebuke, compassion and correction; little by little the sheep is restored.  Sound familiar.  He comes quietly and patiently calling us to His side.  
Some people comprehend God as impatient and judgmental when a child of God has failed or faltered.  This is not what we see in the heart of Jesus, the Good Shepherd.  He wept for those who rejected his affection. He even died so that this flock of wayward sheep might be righted!

Sheep do not enjoy being sheared and it’s hard work for the shepherd but until we relieve ourselves of the burden we so prize, the matted fleece clogged with manure, mud, burrs, sticks and ticks, we will not romp freely in the greenest pastures provided by our Good Shepherd.  Left to ourselves, like sheep, we follow the same worn trails to poor pastures with mud holes for water.  Isaiah 53:6 describes what we are like without the Shepherd: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, every one to our own way.”

“He leads me in the paths of righteousness for his names sake.”  The condition of the flock says volumes about the management of the Shepherd and our willingness to be managed.  As sheep, we should be…we ARE…delighted to have God through Christ as our Good Shepherd.  We do not receive all this tender merciful care simply to become “good sheep”.  The more we allow God to be our Shepherd the easier it is for others to see the goodness of God and, as a communal animal, we draw others to be part of the flock.  Who wouldn’t want to live somewhere where we can be taken proper care of and feel safe despite the dangerous world around us.
Who wouldn’t?  It reminded me of the Capital One credit card ad that says, “Who wouldn’t want more money?”  Oh yea, the baby!  
