Sermon: Psalm 23

In another life many years ago,

I taught Bible in Schools.

One particular year I had a Std 3 and 4 class

And I had them memorise some scripture passages.

One of them was Psalm 23.

One girl was very pleased to recite to me:

“The Lord is my shepherd,

I need everything I can get!”

She had a very good anthropological understanding 

of the human condition!

Today I want us to consider the Psalm we know best:

Psalm 23.

And consider its meaning in relation to our humanity.

We humans are the animals with insatiable desires.

No matter how much we have

we always want more.

Other animals have desires too.

But they can be much more easily satisfied than human beings.

You can feed your cat

Or exercise your dog

And they know when they’ve had enough.

On the whole, so do we when it comes to food and exercise,

But there is a huge difference between us and our pets.

Our pets, while very intelligent and loving,

live on one level.

They are satisfied with their earthly lot 

so long as it provides the basics.

We might say they have a concern only for the here and now.

The realm we might call “immanence.”

Those things that are closest to us.

While we have a concern for the here and now too,

Human beings also reach out beyond themselves

Grasping for more(Grasping for what lies beyond 

our grasp,

Grasping for what theologians call “transcendence”
We know we can be better than we are,

we desire to be better,

and so we strive towards a different way of being.

We know that there is more to life

than whatever lies under our nose

We desire it(we strive for it

We are discontent without it.

Where our pets are often satisfied,

we can be very dissatisfied.

My Dunedin flatmate often sighed over the life of our ginger puss.

She reckoned she lived the life of Riley.

What she wouldn’t do to be content like that cat!

I wonder if any of you saw a movie a few years ago

called ‘As good as it gets’?
Jack Nicol plays the lead role

and its intended as a comedy.

Many people were able to laugh at it and enjoy it.

The day I saw it I was feeling a bit down

and cried most of the way through it.

I didn’t find it at all comic.

It seemed more like tragedy.

The characters in the movie settled for very ordinary,

very humdrum relationships.

Basically, the movie took the mickey out of our desire for more.

“There’s no point setting your sights too high,” it seemed to say,

“because very ordinary 

is as good as it gets!”

That particular day I did not want to hear that!

Last week I drew our attention to the wounds of the risen Lord

and said that they helped me accept less than perfect in myself, in others and in life.

That’s true.

It is also true that as humans we have enormous desires

that can best be described as the desire for transcendence.

So that when the Apostle Paul writes in one of his epistles

that he has learned to be content in whatever circumstances he finds himself in,

we recognise this as a very significant and spiritual achievement.

Contentment is something that some people never experience.

What is contentment?

How do we get to be content?

Is contentment a negative kind attitude?

A kind of resignation to our limits.?

We are all limited.

That’s part of our humanity(our mortality:

· We can’t be in two places at once,

· We can’t do everything we would like to do.

· We only have one lifetime not ten.

Sometimes that frustrates us.

We’d like to be able to do more(see more( read more, (experience more.

Is contentment then a resignation to personal limits?  

Possibly.

Might it also be an acceptance of imperfection?

That even when we do what we would like to do
read what we want to read
and see what we have always wanted to see,
It’s not necessarily all we were expecting or hoping for.

Often the anticipation is more promising 

than the actual experience.

Often the fulfilment is not as exquisite as the desire.

Even wonderful experiences are not usually perfect.

Is contentment an acceptance of imperfection?

Possibly.

And so to our Psalm.

The LORD is my shepherd,

I – shall – not - want.

Because the Lord is my shepherd

I will not be frustrated by any perceived lack in my life.

I will be content.

I will be satisfied.

The only way that this could ever be true

would be if we were open about our desires

and found our desires for transcendence to be met in God.

That would mean that we would need to be self-aware

and open about the discontent we all experience.

It would mean that we would need to acknowledge 

that the deep-down emptiness 

we all feel from time to time

will never be filled by anything less than the Transcendent One.

In our society this is very different.

It is counter-cultural.

We are taught that our desire for things:

((Clothes, cars, furniture, the latest I.T((
 is just that:
a legitimate desire for things that we deserve and are rightfully ours.

If we don’t have them we are enculturated

to feel dissatisfied and discontent.
The mistake that is made in our consumer society

is an anthropological mistake:

It is as basic as not understanding who we are as human beings.
We mistakenly think that if we fill the gap 

with the desired things 

then the gap will be filled.
The truth is less than that.

The truth is,

that things only provide a bandaid for the gap.

The bandaid does as bandaids do.

It gets scruffy and falls off and 

needs to be replaced again and again.

Our human desire is deeper 

than our consumer society gives it credit.

Or perhaps it does know

and, quite literally, banks on it.

It’s the insatiable desire that keeps consumerism alive!

But our deepest desire is for that which genuinely lies beyond us.

· We are finite and we reach for infinity.

· We are limited and we reach for that which is limitless.

· And it is that deep desire that Psalm 23 speaks into.

The Lord(the infinite and transcendent One(
Is my shepherd.

My deepest desires will be met in the LORD.

This infinite shepherd

· makes me lie down in green pastures,

· leads me beside still waters,

· and restores my soul.

Restoration of soul comes about via 

good nourishment and the adequate quenching of thirst.

If we’re looking for our souls to be restored(
for our humanity to be taken good care of(
then we need the right kind of soul food,

and we need the right kind of soul drink.
Soul food comes from God.

Junk food comes from all the other ways we try to feed our souls.

If you’re looking for soul food consider 

taking some regular time out:

10 minutes of quiet to allow yourself 

to connect with the Shepherd of your soul

and to open yourself to the Shepherd connecting with you.

· Some scripture reading

· Some prayer

· Some silence(
These are the fundamentals of soul food.

Sometimes our desire is to know how to live,

Sometimes we are confused by the many different directions our lives could go in.

Sometimes the future looms as a threat rather than a promise

and we know we have to make good decisions.

When our dissatisfaction takes the form of uncertainty and anxiety for the future, then what?

Then, the Lord is my shepherd,

who leads me in right paths for his name sake.

At this stage in the Psalm the writer gets right to the point.

There is one uncertainty we all fear.
There is one predictability in all our futures 

that gives rise to anxiety.

Through this season of Easter we have thought a lot about resurrection and what it means.

But there is no resurrection without death.

Death is the hub of all our anxieties

because death threatens all our desires.

Again, we are distinct from the animals.

We are able to anticipate our death.

We can get wrapped up in our fears about it.

Our pets don’t function in quite the same way.

Their desires and anxieties are more about 

the here and now.

Our desires and anxieties include the here and now

and what lies beyond.

But, 

the Psalmist says that even though 

I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil.

There may well be evil to be feared.

The psalmist doesn’t deny the existence of evil.

Rather(I fear no evil.

For a limited and finite creature 

this is quite a preposterous statement:

· Fear is a healthy emotion.

· It alerts us to danger.

· It gets the adrenalin running.

· It helps us protect ourselves.

It can also be an unhelpful emotion that runs amok.

My fears will not run amok, says the Psalmist.

Even though I walk through the darkest valley

fear will not get the upper hand 

because the same transcendent shepherd who fills my deepest desires

also accompanies me through 

my deepest anxieties, and relieves me of them.

You, Lord, are with me.

I am not alone.

Even at my most isolated, I am not alone.

I am a fragile, imperfect and limited creature

But always the LORD is my shepherd.

Always the Lord is with me.

Always the infinite one reaches out to me in my finite state

And comforts me when I most need comfort.

I need not fill the emptiness with bandaid consumer goods or anything else.

When the content of my desires becomes the LORD

Then I shall not want.

I shall,

 instead,

 be content.
May it be so for each one of us.

Amen.

