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Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell
in the house of the Lord forever.  I learned the words of the 23rd Psalm in Sunday
School. Like many of you, I’ve heard and said the psalm my whole life long so the
phrases roll off my tongue and are actually sacred to my ear. I say that because the
words I, and many of us, learned so long ago actually touch our souls. Because
when we hear the verses there is a flood of memories which reassure us and
comfort us. Which is wonderful when we need to feel comfort and reassurance but
the importance of those words to us can be a bit of a problem as well.  

How many of you stumbled through the responsive psalm printed in the bulletin
because the words aren’t quite what you were expecting to say? I know I did.  And
the truth is that it took me three attempts to type “Surely your goodness and mercy
shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in God’s house my whole
life long” instead of the words I learned so long ago. 

The problem when words are so close to our hearts is that instead of listening to
what God is saying to us through them, we find ourselves waiting for the words
and phrases we remember. We don’t listen to the new thing God is saying but
instead listen to make sure the words are the ones we expect. And the psalms are
words of faith, words meant to help us hear God speaking now, words which offer
us something new along with what we already know, so we need to listen to these
words of the 23rd Psalm as if we have never heard them before.

The final verse of the Psalm tells us that God is part of our lives, we are in God’s
presence, and as a result goodness and mercy fill our days. God’s blessing ensures
that goodness and mercy find us where we are and that is what makes the
difference in our lives. Because our lives aren’t wonderful and perfect and that’s
why God’s blessing touches us. The good news of Jesus Christ is that when we are
struggling, uncertain, unsure, hurting, that God reaches for us with mercy and
goodness. 

Because did you hear it? That wonderful verse about the incredible feast “the table
prepared for us” where “our cup overflows” and where God publically declares that
we are important and special to God? All of which happens “in the presence of my
enemies.” Because the good news isn’t that if we get our lives together, get well,
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become holy and righteous, then God will decide to bless us. No, the good news is
that in spite of our enemies, in the middle of our problems, in the depths of our
fears, as we struggle with our troubles that God is there with us, that God provides,
and that there in the midst of all those things God blesses us. 

And I don’t know about you but that is music to my ears with the hard news of  the
border being closed this week and the lock down in part of the province. I need to
know that even as everything is in chaos that I can experience the grace, the mercy,
and yes even the peace of God. For we don’t need to wait to experience the
promises of God because those promises are meant for us now in our lives. 

Those words are for us when we are grieving, hurting, unsure of how we can carry
on in the days to come. Those words are for us to remind us that God’s grace,
God’s peace, God’s love are not ours because we are good and holy and perfect but
because God is good and holy and perfect. 

And our good and perfect and holy God is here in our lives and in our world with a
rod and a staff to protect us from the troubles and to keep us heading in the way we
need to go. And that promise is true for us when times are good, when they are
okay and we are managing, and that promise is true when we are facing what we
can not know, when we are in death’s dark vale, when we do not see the way ahead
and struggle to just put one foot in front of the other. We’re not alone. God walks
with us. 

God leads us past dangers and through troubles. God shows us the way through
these times and God does what we can not do for ourselves. For God revives our
souls. And I know we’re familiar with that promise, that God can give us new life,
a new day, a new tomorrow because we have heard the good news of Easter that
Jesus is alive and God’s love is greater than anything. And the psalm reminds us
that our souls are restored because God makes us lie down in green pastures. And I
want to pause on that point for a moment. 

Because I said “he maketh me to lie down in green pastures he leadeth me beside
still waters, he resoreth my soul” hundreds of times before I realized that those
words don’t simply mean God that brings us to good places. That isn’t what the
Psalm says. Yes, God certainly does bring us to good places. But when God brings
us to those good places, we need to rest, to let go, to allow God to care for us. For
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we need to experience what God can do for us when we have nothing, are
exhausted, are broken, even when we are anxious about what is happening around
us, in order to truly discover the love of God for our lives. 

Because there are times when God says you need to stop. You need to take time.
You need to stop trying to do everything. And I’ll be honest this has been a hard
verse for me to accept this past year. Because the familiar isn’t there, the
uncertainty has been continual, and the disappointments have been that much more
difficult because many of the usual ways for us to gather, to celebrate and even to
grieve aren’t there. 

And so when God says to us, I need you to take time, to stop, to do nothing. I need
you to let me do for you because you can’t, that feels wrong. Because we feel like
we should be doing something, anything to bring order to this chaos and to make
things better.  And while there are things we can and should be doing, following
the health guidelines, keeping in touch with each other, looking after ourselves and
those closest to us, there are also times God tells us to stop and allow ourselves to
be cared for. 

Because sometimes that is where God leads us. To a place where we can’t do
anything because we can’t do anything. A place where we have to let others care
for us, take the time to physically, emotionally and spiritually be renewed. And that
goes against our nature for many of us. Yet it is part of our life of faith. Because if
we trust in God to guide us we have to trust when God tells us to be still, to step
back, to let ourselves be cared for and to let others do. 

And if we can, if we look to God to guide us and lead us, if we allow the
forgiveness and grace of Jesus Christ into our lives, if we open ourselves to the
Holy Spirit, then there is nothing that we will lack or need in our lives. And I don’t
mean that we will never have troubles, or difficulties, or pain, or struggle. I mean
that through all of those times we will know where to turn, where to look, where to
follow in our lives. Because we will walk in faith and allow God to guide us and
care for us. Because we will allow the Lord to be our shepherd. 


