6

Tedd Pullano
Ogden 03-26-2017

Psalm 23

1 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  
2   He makes me lie down in green pastures;
he leads me beside still waters;
3   he restores my soul.
He leads me in right paths
   for his name’s sake. 


4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley,
   I fear no evil;
for you are with me;
   your rod and your staff—
   they comfort me. 


5 You prepare a table before me
   in the presence of my enemies;
you anoint my head with oil;
   my cup overflows. 
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me
   all the days of my life,
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord
   my whole life long.

Comfort and Peace

This scripture lesson, this Psalm, is more than just another beautiful passage in the Bible.  It has been my experience that the 23rd Psalm has a power unlike any other scripture verse.  I believe it contains within it an almost supernatural, “Holy Spirit power” to bring peace and comfort.  Like a cup pours out water to quench our thirst, this Psalm pours out this overwhelming spirit of comfort and peace which can quench our sorrow and pain.  It brings power to our daily lives unlike any other scripture passage I have experienced.  So this morning, while I could explain and give you word meanings and background, my hope is to help you experience this passage, to have it see it in action.  I will do that through stories from real life because this is a scripture meant for our real lives and everyday activities.


On Thursday I received an email from someone I have never met and who does not live in Rochester.  This woman had seen my post of the 23rd Psalm on Facebook.  She shared a powerful story that fit exactly with my theme for this Sunday, so I asked if I could share her story with my congregation – she agreed as long as I changed the names.  Here is her story from the email she sent me:  I want to tell you what happened yesterday.  My three-year-old granddaughter, Martha, had been complaining of headaches on the top of her head, and experienced a migraine-type headache recently.  My daughter and son-in-law took the advice of their pediatrician to schedule a CT scan, which was scheduled yesterday morning.  You can imagine the worry and fear these events brought to us all.  All I could think about was what could happen to Martha, and the fact that it was happening in March……. the same month one of my children was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes at an early age, and my husband’s cancer diagnosis several years ago – (a cancer that would take his life).  I know it was crazy thinking, but that’s how I processed this situation.

My kids took Martha to her 8:30 am appointment and I stayed with Tommy, Martha’s little brother.  He was playing with his toys, practicing his “walking”, and at around 9:15 am I was wondering how things were going for Martha.  Distractedly, I picked up my phone and opened Facebook and there was your offering of the 23rd Psalms.  I read it to myself and then read it aloud again and again to Tommy.  It was exactly what I needed at that moment.  I knew things would be okay, and if they weren’t, I’d get through…..just like I did after those other Marches in the past.  This is the power of the 23rd Psalm – a deep spiritual power to bring peace and comfort. BTW, the scan came back clear for Martha.  But that’s not even the point – the point being that at a moment of great anxiety and concern, this woman experienced the comfort and peace of Psalm 23 powerfully.

My second story comes from when I was a summer chaplain at Strong Hospital.  Somehow I was randomly assigned to the Palliative Care/Hospice unit which was on the 4th floor.  Shortly after I started working there, I came into the room of a Roman Catholic nun who had lived a full life and was now on hospice, nearing the end of her life.  Sister Mary was breathing still, but had become unresponsive.  When I went into to visit Sister Mary, a friend of hers was in the room with her.  The friend asked me who I was and I explained.  For a long time that morning we just stood by Sister Mary’s bedside, holding her hand and stroking her forehead.  Her friend wondered aloud as to why Sister Mary was still holding on, what was she waiting for?  Sometimes folks at the end of their lives do that – they hold on waiting for something – perhaps for some family member to come visit before they can let go.  After a long quiet moment, the friend suggested I read the 23rd Psalm aloud, as that was Sister Mary’s favorite.  So I did – I read it slowly and deliberately; as I finished with the final verse, I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long, you could see peace and comfort come over Sister Mary and she was able to let go and return to her home with the Lord.  It was as if Sister Mary was waiting for the comfort and peace of her good shepherd to wash over her in order to let go.  The 23rd Psalm has power to bring peace and comfort.


My final story is very personal.  Almost 6 years ago I lost my father-in-law, Bob Vogt, at the young age of 69.  He was an absolutely fantastic human being who taught me a lot and modeled courage in ways I will never understand.  Unfortunately for Bob, he was diagnosed with a blood disorder during the prime of his life – a blood disorder that would slowly and painfully wreck his body for about 12 years.  He went through absolute hell with this disease as it caused clotting at the microscopic level in his blood vessels, leading to incredible ulcers on his skin, many mini strokes and one severe stroke, as well as a heart attack.  On top of this, Bob was diagnosed with colon cancer which required treatment in the form of surgery.  Shortly after the surgery to remove the cancer, Bob was hospitalized again; this would prove to be his final of many, many hospital tours.  During this last hospitalization, Bob had a heart attack, coded and was intubated in order to keep him alive.  This was the straw that broke the camel's back.  Because of all he had gone through already he was severely weakened and he could not breathe on his own; the doctors told us the likelihood he would recover was slim and if he did they were uncertain his brain would function.

Because of his advance directives and prior conversations, we, his family knew that he would not want to be kept alive on any sort of life support or live like this.  At this point in the situation, it was evening and as a family we had to process just what this all meant.  We knew that it meant that in the morning they would extubate him, that is remove the breathing tube.  The doctors told us once they removed the tube, he would pass quickly.  We all were devastated.  So, being both her pastor and her son-in-law, I sat with my mother-in-law that evening and late into the night.  Neither of us could sleep as we tried to work through what had just happened, the pain of the last 12 years, and what would happen in a few hours.  We tried to rest, but sleep was not our companion that night.

Around 3:00 in the morning I suggested to Barb, my mother-in-law, that we go down to the chapel and sit quietly and perhaps pray.  So we did, and as we sat there, we were wracked with grief and anger and frustration and pain.  He was only 69 at the time, newly retired and a vivacious person.  What a long horrible journey this had been and now it was coming to sudden and devastating end.  Both Barb and I were at a loss for what to do or say or think.  I read a couple of scripture passage and prayers, but nothing seemed to help.  So we just sat there; and at one point we both looked up.  I don't know if you have ever been in the chapel at Strong Hospital, but as you sit in the pews you face the front wall behind the chancel.  And on that wall, in massive letters, is the 23rd Psalm.  Unable to think of anything else to do, Barb and I stared at the Psalm, taking it in.  Then, because the 23rd Psalm is something to be experienced, we read that Psalm out loud and let its power wash over us.  In that moment, overwhelmed by sadness and death, anger and grief, we both experienced God’s Word – in an emotional, spiritual, physical way.  Those weren’t just words, they were alive.  At the darkest valley that we had experienced, we both experienced Peace and Comfort which can only come from God through the 23rd Psalm; we were able to renew our trust in God; trust that even though Bob was about to die, he was in God’s hands and that we too would be ok.  That Peace and Comfort carried us through the next few hours as morning came, the family gathered around him, Bob was extubated, hung on for a while, then breathed his last breath.  And because of the power of the 23rd Psalm we knew God was with him and with us.

Right now, we are an odd season here.  There is lots of good going on in this community.  Yet at the same time I know there are a great many struggles going on for many of you – health, career and work, family, different levels of brokenness, past hurts that won't go away, stresses from the chaos of our world currently, and areas of uncertainty.  As your pastor, part of my job is to offer care and useful application of our faith and our book.  My offering to you this day is not any answers or cures to those issues and concerns, but I offer you this Psalm which has God’s Spirit and power in it.  I remind and assure you this day that the God of Creation, the God who suffered and died for us on the Cross, is your shepherd.  When you choose to trust in him, he provides all you need; he leads you to calm luscious waters of rest where he restores you; he walks with you in the darkest of days and his love and spirit are there to comfort you; he anoints you with healing oil, and his peace and comfort shall pursue you all the days of your life.  Sisters and brothers, let that Peace and comfort wash over and cover you this day, and many more.  Thanks be to God for his gift of the experience of the 23rd Psalm.  Amen.
