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I have a cartoon on my desk here at the church; the cartoon was given to me not long after I’d started here by a member of this congregation.  In the cartoon, a father and his son are sitting talking at the kitchen table.  The father asks his son, “Do you have any questions about religion?”  The son thinks for a moment, and responds, “Not as long as my life is going the way I expect it to.”


It’s one of those responses that is both funny and sad, because it is absolutely true.  When things tend to go well for us in our lives, we don’t tend to have questions about God, or faith, or redemption, or truth.  When life is going the way we expect it to, we are unconcerned about whether we’re being guided or protected, and we’re more inclined to believe that we’re the ones doing a good job of keeping our life going well.  But when things stop going the way we expect them to – when a family member gets sick, or we’re passed over for a job promotion, or natural disasters devastate whole countries – suddenly, we’re left wondering.  That’s when we ask questions.  And they’re questions that most of us are familiar with: why did this happen?  What did I do wrong?  Where is God?


These are questions we ask ourselves when our lives have gone off track, and we are facing difficulties we never could have imagined.  This is especially true when we face the painful reality of death.  We most often hear Psalm 23 read in a funeral setting, because it gives us comfort in a time when we are most asking these questions.  When we lose a loved one, when we are at our most lost and heartbroken, when we are wondering where God was when someone we care about was dying, the words of this psalm speak to us.  The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  God is in charge, and I am comforted.  God is our shepherd, our guide, our guardian in good times and bad.  We may not be able to understand why this happened, or what comes next, but even in our darkest times, these words give us comfort.  Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me.

This is the truth of our faith: in good times and in bad, God is with us.  This Psalm makes that clear.  Whether you’re enjoying green pastures and still waters or are stumbling through the darkest valley, God is with you.  Whether you’re in the presence of your enemies or being anointed by overflowing blessings, God is with you.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow you, no matter where you’re going, because God is with you.  This psalm gives us such great comfort because it reminds us that whether our life is going the way we expect it to or not, you are not alone.  God’s promises are real.  In the greatest celebrations or the deepest losses, you can turn with confidence to God and say: you are with me.

This promise of God’s unending presence is the real heart of this psalm.  If you would, permit me to geek out for a second.  The Psalms were written in Hebrew over two thousand years ago.  Hebrew is the kind of language where one word in Hebrew translates to a couple of words in English, so there are fewer actual words in the Hebrew version of Psalm 23 than in the English translation we have here.  Therefore, in Hebrew, there are exactly 26 words that come before the words “for you are with me” and there are exactly 26 words after it.  The words “for you are with me” are at the precise center of this psalm.  There are 26 words before and after it; we are meant to see the promise “for you are with me” as the clear central statement.  

To make matters even more interesting, in Hebrew, letters carry numerical value.  Aleph is one, Beit is two, Gimmel is three, and so on.  We do that sometimes with our alphabet – A is one, B is two, C is three.  In Hebrew, that numerical value often carries some actual significance.  So, if you add up the letters in the word Yahweh, one of the most common names for God, which is also the very first word of Psalm 23 which we translate as “Lord”, the letters of the name “Yahweh” add up to the number 26.  The Lord comes before, and the Lord comes after, and at the very center, is the promise: “for you are with me”.

Maybe it’s a coincidence, or an accident, or maybe I’m being a nerd and reading too much into this.  But then again, maybe I’m not.  Maybe that’s exactly what we’re supposed to hear in this Psalm.  After all, these are words of ultimate confidence and faith: you are with me.  These are the words that give us hope in dark times, that grant us gratitude in abundant times, that keep us centered on God’s abiding presence with us always: you are with me.  This is our prayer and our confession, our challenge and our promise: you are with me.
This promise is found throughout scripture.  In the book of Genesis, when Isaac is seeking a place for him and his family to settle, God promises him, “do not be afraid, for I am with you”.  When Jacob leaves his home and goes seeking for his wife, God promises, “Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go”.   When the prophet Jeremiah is afraid that no one will listen to his words because he is too young, God promises, “Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you”.  In the book of Acts, when the Apostle Paul is opposed for proclaiming Christ, and he declares that he will now only preach to Gentiles, God promises, “Do not be afraid, but speak and do not be silent; for I am with you”.  And of course, when God sends the angel Gabriel to Mary to tell her she will have a child, he promises, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.”
Throughout history, whenever our mothers and fathers of faith were facing a great challenge or fear, God reassures them: I am with you.  When life was at its darkest or most frightening, when they were in the darkest valley – the valley of the shadow of death, as the King James Version translates it – that was when God was most truly with them.  This has been God’s promise to his people time and time again.  This story is our story as well.  The promise belongs to us.  When things stop going the way we expect them to, when we are afraid or alone, when we’re not sure what is next, we fear no evil, for God’s promise is true, and God is with you.
This Psalm, one we hear so often in times of great sadness and loss, gives us the courage to claim God’s presence with us when we feel the most alone and abandoned.  It keeps us centered when we’re tempted to think we’re all that matters.  These words give us hope, just like these words of promise have given hope to people of faith for generations before us.  Live fully in God’s presence, and let your daily prayer be the center of your faith and life: “You are with me.”  For God’s presence in our lives and for God’s constant guidance in good times and bad, thanks be to God.  Amen.
