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‘The LORD isMy Shepherd: ‘A Guide God™
Rev. Jim Wood

A child read the 28 Psalm:
The LORDis my shepherd, | shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me besidatiis;
he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his namles s

Even though | walk through the darkest valley, | fear no evil; forayeu
with me; your rod and your staff— they comfort me.

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemiemgiotmy
head with oil; my cup overflows.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life stuadl |
dwell in the house of thedrD my whole life long.

Thank you. Our New Testament lesson this morning as tnsiiseason of Lent are focusing on
the 23" Psalm in the Old Testament and looking at passagearthagflective of it in the New, is
found in the § chapter of the Gospel of Luke beginning with th8 8@rse. This is a passage
that speaks of Jesus’ interaction with what appear torbe different potential followers of
Christ. The setting is significant because at this glatee Gospel of Luke Jesus has now turned
toward Jerusalem and is in the journey toward Jerusalenoaadd those fateful events that are
to come. As this turn has occurred we are still@tvéiry beginning of the turn, we realize that
Jesus is giving the disciples the opportunity to understandtivaatll of discipleship really is,
how serious, how difficult and how challenging the call is. He&paring them as they seek to
speak to Him about just blindly following because it is not $bimg that can come that easily.
It's a focus for us not only today but it really is a fofmsus in the life of the church - what is it
to know the “cost of discipleship” as Dietrich Bonhoeffgn famously puts it. What does it
require of us to be disciples of Christ and what i$ Heasks of us and how is it that we as a
Body, as the family of God, prepare ourselves and keep wvesselrned toward that call?



Part of doing that is the reason why we have a Leadersimghieon, for example, coming up on
March 3%, an opportunity for us to reflect on what is the oélleadership and what are the non-
negotiables in leadership in the world, in the secular &spéay life as it relates to my
Christian life. | would encourage you to take advantagbaif It's coming up a week from
Monday - two great speakers, Debbie Major and Mike Sm&8abbie is a professor at Old
Dominion in psychology and Mike Smack is a Navy Captain whiksvim leadership
development with the Navy in some real top levels. Bam@mbers of our congregation.
There is information iccessabout it. You can sign up with the bulletin tear off andlit in the
offering plate. That’'s an easy thing for you to do.

It's also why we on Wednesday nights in our Institute otiplsship try to focus on how the
Christian life is lived out in the world. This comingadhesday night, for example, we’ve got
great programming for our children; Valena is contiguith the K through 2 class working on
Faith in Arts with a parent. It's a great opportunifyhere were 20 some people in the class last
week — it was great. Our Adult class is focusing omalty from a Christian perspective and
particularly what the Bible says about sex. | thouglaiu& making it multi-media but decided
against that, so we’ll just be talking about it this kvlethought that was actually more humorous
than you did (laughter)). | encourage you to take advantapatof The information is iAccess
and the bulletin. You can sign up for that as well.

Listen for the word of our Lord.
New Testament Reading — Luke 9:57-62

As they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I will follow
you wherever you go.”

And Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.”

To another he said, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, first let g
and bury my father.”

But Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for
you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.”

Another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but let me first say fasdirto
those at my home.”

Jesus said to him, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks
back is fit for the kingdom of God.”

In August of 1991 | was privileged to be in what was tifenSoviet Union in the time that the
coup occurred and Gorbachev was removed. | was not therehghactually stood on the tanks
but rode past where Boris Yeltsin stood on the tanks thareRexl Square. It was a tumultuous
time for Russia. | was there with a mission group. Weee spending a month there. Many
things happened in that experience. It was very, vergdtive for me, but the one that |
remember the most ironically is a story of hospitalltye were a group of about 20 Christians
from around the US and they would divide us up and we would g&bommunity and we would



stay with local families. This was a time when #&saa very, very sparse living for the Russians —
very, very sparse and yet they had within their culturevatidn their hearts a great desire to
share the gift of hospitality. Whatever you received wjmnwere with them was the best.

Very often we would stay in what we would call “prcie " huge apartment buildings that were
built by the Soviet government where you would have perhaps fawiilte® or three children in
one bedroom, and always we would receive the one bed in the &odi®veryone else would
sleep on the floor. The food was the best they had.

One particular morning | was having breakfast with a faimiias staying with by myself and
they had a tray, the best china that they had, andeoinay was this golden concoction. |
assumed it was marmalade, and | like marmalade, so htgokd hunk of it and put it on a
cracker that they had on my plate. As | took the bitgt | realized that it was not marmalade. It
was a golden caviar. |tell you, I've learned in minigtryat a lot of things and I've eaten a lot
of things around the world, but | could not that morning oerapty stomach get that down for
the life of me. | realized that it was the best tha family had to offer and so I'm kind of stuck.
“What do | do?” We were eating in their kitchen in thesy small little apartment, when |
realized that their attention was turned and they wereed back toward the stove to get
something else for food, | took the cracker with the cawndrlgust stuck it in my pocket real fast
with the idea that | would then sneak into the bathroodhb&nable to just take it out and be able
to dispose of it. Well, it worked really well untigbt in to the bathroom and tried to pull it out
and get all of the caviar without getting it on my shirtiglater). It kind of smeared in there. |
got away with it with the family. Nobody noticed, nobodidsanything even though I'm sure
they wondered why the American came out with a wet shidne side.

We went to church and it was a long Orthodox service.a$ avfeast day. It was like a five-hour
worship service, no chairs, no seats, no pews — you stdod tne whole time. It was packed,
slam packed, in this church. There were literally thodsanh people just slammed in it and as
we were all slammed in there after a couple of houraritest to heat up and get rather warm, and
as it did the smell of the caviar that | had never bédmta quite get out of my shirt began to
kind of build. The olfactory senses of others statteoe impacted by it, and it became sort of
this “miracle of the American,” because everybody wasjamtpacked except around me, there
was about a five foot radius where nobody was standing @le)ghrhe very first sentence that |
learned how to translate in Russian outside of a guideboakgryow sort of the where can | find
the local this and that, was the sentence that weitdligdike this as people would say, “The
Communists were right about one thing. The Americans &t ke spoiled caviar.” It was
horribly embarrassing and it stayed with me literally wat trip for the next three weeks. | only
had two shirts — we were traveling light and no mdtter many times | washed that shirt | could
never get the smell of that spoiled caviar out.

I think about that story more than almost any otheha incredible experience in Russia. One
of the reasons | think about it is that | read somewheh@k, I've forgotten exactly where |
read it, but | read that the smell is the strongest mgisense that we have. Of all of the senses
we have the smell is the one that is the strongest tod¢h®ony. It's also a story that I've carried
with me because it was a true story that really erabaed me for almost the whole time | was
there. | was literally joked and introduced to groupstlas American that smells like spoiled
caviar.” It was something that was very difficultla¢ time as it went on just to have to keep
hearing and dealing with, and yet at the same time idl ltbalo it over it I'd do the exact same
thing. | don’t think | could ever have turned down somethimereél to a guest that was so
generous for them. Doing it that way, knowing | couldn’t stomit and at least being able to
accept it - of all of my sins and all of the things the fallen short of - it's something I've
remembered in my mind of doing the right thing.



Doing the right thing doesn’t always smell good and it doesmiilsgood to people around us.
What | mean by that is that when you do the right thingv#ély often misunderstood by those
around us in the culture, in the culture that speaks albowven self-empowerment and our own
self-actualization, very often it stands in distinctiom contra-distinction — to that culture, to the
way we look at things normally. Yet, doing the right thisigeally what the core of life is about
in relationship with Jesus Christ.

In Psalm 23 the sheep are dealing with all kind of smetigrat them. Today we are focusing on
that passage that says in the New Revised Standarigdds me in right paths for his name’s
sake.” They deal with all kinds of smells. Sheeprmte¢he smartest animals in the world. They
can become so distracted that they literally can eatgblves off of cliffs to their deaths. They
are not the smartest animals and | think it's realtgriesting and powerful that we often like to
compare ourselves to sheep. At least that's one thingvehget right when we start to look at
our lives; we are not as smart as we would like totihere The sheep really become reliant on
the shepherd. They become reliant on the shepherd bebawsteepherd is the one who has the
mind, the shepherd is the one who can see, the shepheraietido knows and so they follow
him in faithfulness. They follow him in a way that makkeir lives safe and secure.

They have trust in him and in particular as they are goitige right paths — the truest Hebrew
translation is what the New Revised has “the rigtthgfa— when they follow in the right paths
the paths don't always make sense. They are very @tpergine. They are very often
movements that the shepherd will take the sheep on a pathéhpath wouldn't even think
about going because he knows that's the closest way to getovdie knows that'’s it's the safest
route. In that wandering and in that walking the sheejyresim a queue like the Brits do; they
follow very often in line. As they do that there’s a ptipeven within the sheep that the
shepherd sets. You'll see that the sheep that have ttdnust in the shepherd are the ones that
are in eyesight of the shepherd so that the other shedplloanthem. There’s this priority, this
ordering, even in the sheep community so that they carsatayand protected and guarded and
on the right path. Why do they need that so much? Bechesp get distracted. Sheep follow
the smells of whatever is the nearest grass whethehit isest grass or not. They follow the
smells of things that can distract them and lead therayast

When David says that the “Lord is my shepherd” and henbdgispeak about him leading him

“in the right paths for his name’s sake,” David is vemty seriously reflecting on what it is to be
one of those sort of dim-witted animals who must followust But what about us? We want

to follow. We want to be able to do the right things. Véawto follow on the right paths, but
how do we do that? How do we live our lives doing the right tthihgn all of the world seems

to confuse us about what it is? In fact, isn't it trueuds in our lives that one of the issues that we
wrestle with so very often is “is this the right thig®ot “do | want to do the right thing but in
this situation is this the right thing for me to do? Whecision do | need to make? How do |
need to respond in this way? Is this the right thing ferttondo?”

I had this imprinted, this confusing notion of what thetritjing is, imprinted on my mind when

| was about five years old. My father was a long distanmk driver. He came home late one
night with my oldest brother who had been driving with hififney had been out for several
weeks. My father immediately went to his room after te=iged us. My brother after a time of
just catching his senses began to tell something thgustildappened to them on the way back
home. | was about five years old and was in a place irotdm where very often kids are
forgotten and get to hear adult conversation. My oldest bratitemy father were coming back
late one night through a small little town and they caymen a recent wreck of an old farm truck
that had flipped over. In the farm truck was a farntée. was trapped inside the truck. He



couldn’t get out and the truck was smoldering. It was e&gr that the truck had caught fire and
was going to continue to burn and at some point was goiegpiode. Here this farmer caught in
the truck is screaming and begging for help and they pullraydyank and they pull and they
yank and they can do nothing to extract him. Up comes awery young sheriff's deputy from

a small little town and as he comes up the farmer pleatswm to pull out his service revolver
and end the pain for him. Then he pleads and begs toyahag deputy if he wouldn’t do it
himself to hand him his revolver. The young deputy becamegédened and so afraid that he
took his revolver out of his holster and he laid it at tle¢ & my father and he turned around and
walked back and got into the sheriff's vehicle.

Life is not always black and white. Things are notaafsvso clear. If they are for you, I'm proud
of you — but I think you’re wrong. Life is gray so veryesf and knowing the right thing to do in
the right situation is one of the greatest challenges thédaeeas Christians no matter how we
matter how we grow in our Christian maturity. It'sthose confusing moments when we have to
make decisions or we are forced to respond in some waynwhen our refusal to respond
becomes a response — that we are tested in our righteputhatsve are tested in our trust, that
we are testing in knowing who we are and whose we aosv d$ we do this? How do we
become the people that in the gray of life learn whegig for us at that moment.

| think there are two clues in our text today. Thstfotomes in Luke. | think they are clues of
smell in all honesty because | think they are hard to defitig@nk they are hard to specify and
yet they permeate the whole text. In the Gospel of LukesJess turned back to go towards
Jerusalem, towards His death and people want to followléicause He is at the height of His
fame. He’s at the height of acclaim in life. Peaple proud of Him, they're excited. They're
with Him because of all that He’s done and because of dlis power and because of all that He
has demonstrated, but now He’s turning back to go to Jemsald He knows what that entails.
He knows that it entails a cost in His discipleship thdtresult even in the giving of His own

life. As He goes people say, “Lord, I'll follow you.otd, I'll be with you. Lord, I'll be with

you.” In this case three “tourists” who are with Hitrttze time say, “Lord, I'll go back,” and
Jesus responds to all three. “I have as the Son oindiagven a place to lay my head.” “Let the
dead bury the dead.” “Don’t go back and say ‘goodbye’ oeviatl’ to your family. Come
because anyone who turns their head back from the plow will aot enstraight path, a right
path to go with me.”

Those last two are particularly interesting because bgtyie dead for the Jew is a hugely
significant required event — still is to this day. Tineing of it, when it has to be done, the way it
has to be done, is critical to the essence of beirgnnilyf and as Jesus says, “Let the dead bury
the dead,” can you imagine the offense that He is givinge@éople who are there hearing that?
He’s standing again the traditions of the family. H#anding against the traditions of their
heritage. Then the other says, “Lord, I'll come with yjost let me go and say farewell to my
family, just let me say goodbye, let me put my affairsrofer” and Jesus says to him, “No. You
cannot even do that.” It is amazing what Jesus is doimgis khaking it so very difficult to

follow and He is saying simply this, “You cannot come with unless your discipleship is
unconditional. If you come with me you will stand agaaistost everything that you ever
thought mattered before.”

I’'m going to mention two books today that | think are intoly 10 of all books ever read in my
life. The Cost of Discipleshipy Dietrich Bonhoefféeris seminal in my understanding of what
the Gospel of Christ is. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says agsgens that powerful book “When Christ
calls a man, He bids him come die.” He says thatdiséis total, unconditional trust and belief
in Christ and without this unconditional trust in following Ghiyou will never know what it is to



stay on the right path. The second clue in this comegigdhPsalm, “He leads me in right
paths for his name’s sake.” | love that it ends, “...Hisrname’s sake,” because this is critical to
being righteous as well. This is critical to being onright path. It's not simply being on the
right path for my benefit. It's not just being on the righth so that I'll be taken care of, but it is
being on the right path for His name’s sake. To do somethatds right is to do it not because |
think it is right but because my discipleship, my followindCtirist makes it right, because it's
done for the namesake of my God. It's done because Hesked me to do it. It's done
because He places me in that situation at that momiehlivd my life knowing that what | do is
for the namesake of God, for something that is bigger thaelmyor something that is more
glorious that is something that is so much better thveh my life starts to take its righteous
steps.

There’s a new book that’s out that I've been findingigoiing. It's calledPredictably Irrational:
The Hidden Forces that Shape our Decisiolt's. by a man named Dan Ari€lwho teaches at
MIT. He's gone through and he’s looked at the decisionsatbahake that are totally irrational
and yet we almost overwhelmingly always make them. Fangbe any time you order
something online and you're offered free shipping if you buy one thorg and you start to
price that out and you look at the cost and all, it'szanga It's never to your benefit to take
advantage of that free shipping if you've got to go and fordething else to buy out of the
catalog, but you know overwhelmingly we do it because the ideawiig something free,
whether it’s rational or not, overwhelms us and we camtittdown. We have to accept it. The
man that wrote this book from MIT, a professor at MITt gtadied all of this admits that he
bought about a $50,000 Lexus last year because they told hitretthatuld have free oil changes
for two years if he bought it. We just do things thatratalways rational.

One of the things that he talks about in this book is oneathazes me. They did a study with
people doing just general tasks, just duties, to help somesme @he of them was helping
someone move a sofa. The other was helping someone do sgmmeewdsl computer data entry,
just basic little simple tasks to help someone. They bepgpay people to do it. As they began
to pay them as time went on they began to offer thenfdess For example, they might pay
someone $10.00 to move a sofa but after a while they only offeeed$5.00 to do it. It was
amazing that it was something that people, as they paddess for a very very basic task, even
though they were still being very well paid for just the twinutes of help that was needed, they
became less interested in it and they began to rafuseven in the tasks that they were still
doing they were less dedicated to it. They made morakesstin the data entry, they did all of
that. Here's the thing that got so intriguing. Wherytteached the point in the study where they
said “Now, we are not even going to pay you at all but we yaunto do it so you can help this
person” do you know what people did? They worked even hardemten they were getting
paid top dollar. They did it to help someone better than whienwere being paid extravagantly
for it. That's totally irrational from a mathematicthndpoint | suppose, but it makes perfect
sense to me from a Gospel standpoint.

You see within us is this desire to do the right thing. WWhatus is a desire to be good person,
to follow the right path, to do something to help someoneat® some meaning in my life that
means | did something for someone else. We want tc iJ ke kind of people that we want to
be only we get it confused because the world wants tomplagcause the world's standards or
these other things creep in and they distract us from oupuepose. Doing right just because
it's right is what you and | want to be and the way wehdd is by knowing, by keeping focused
in our lives that what I’'m doing is not for the pay, nattlee compensation, not for the reward,
but I'm doing it simply because there is something bigger ttian Helping someone else, living
for something bigger.



| have a lot of heroes and a lot of them in this condr@gaOne | was talking with the other day
is a real hero for me. He’s a retired member of omgeegation; he was at the top of his field, a
very professional job. He excelled, he did incredibly welis profession, and was considered
to be an incredibly honorable person in his profession. Bld&dd some health issues where
things have just gone miraculously for him. He’s growingigfaith. He’s retired now. Just as
he retires his wife develops a severe and growing denemdiall of the things that you and |
have all thought about that when I retire this is whatevgbing to do — all of that just stopped.
All of those dreams and all of those thoughts — This idimg. I've done this. I've lived for
other people. It all stopped with that. Here’s a man now instead of being able to live as we
want to say a golden retirement is living day to dayngafor someone that he so greatly loves,
and yet it is almost as if everything else in life himost had to stop. It's an amazing thing.

As | look at the world | see so many men who just viewr tigdationships, their marriages, their
families, their children as disposable things that tlzaywalk away from at any time and | look
at all of the options that the world has and all ofgleees that we can put people away. All of
the things that we can do to forget about and to bendlgei context of that world, “This is the
right thing. This is the good thing. This is best for ydthis is best for her.” Here is someone
who is giving of his life and he’s a hero for me. | tbicth the other day, “You know you're a
real hero for me and | mean that. His response wasntt a hero.” He basically said to me
“I'm not a hero. All 'm doing is every day trying to follv the Lord,” and that made him an
even greater hero.

Another book in the top 10. If you have not read these tvedl, you, you are not in my top 10
(laughter). Viktor FranKlwas a Holocaust survivor. Viktor Frankl had the wesgierience
anyone could have.

(Missing section in tape)

When | was five years old in that little corner of the roshere they forgot that a kid was my
brother reached the point in the story where the young pofice stared to death didn’t know
what to do and he pulls his revolver and he lays it atatiner’s feet and goes back and puts his
head on the steering wheel and doesn’t look. My brother nensndd that story. That's where
he stopped. | learned two things that night when | wesyfears old in the corner of the room. |
learned that sometimes stories are best unfinishedsatiteaa while. | also learned that
righteousness is a great thing, but it is so hard to krid@fore my brother died ten or twelve
years ago | went to him and said, “Carl, you've got &t fimish the story. What did our Dad
do?” His eyes, almost as if the fire was back in theeating a mist came to him and he just sat
quietly for a moment and then he finished, he finishedttrg.sHe said, “Our Dad did the right
thing.”

You and | want the same righteousness in our lives and onlknaw; only you know where

you are in your life today. Only you know what you’re being teohpigh. Only you know
what's being placed before you — the choices and the desisiOnly you know where the gray is
in your life. Be righteous. Do the right thing. The waw’'ll know is if you do it for His name’s
sake and nothing else, no matter what cost, no matterprice.

Amen.
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! Bonhoeffer, Dietrich — German pastor, theologiam participant in the German resistance against Hitler
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2 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich — quote “When Christ calls a nide,bids him come die.”

3 Ariely, Dan — Professor of Behavioral Economics 4T Miolding two PhD’s, one in Business
Administration and one in Cognitive Psychology. Autbbnumerous papers and articles &nddictably
Irrational: The Hidden Forces that Shape our Decisions

* Frankl, Viktor — Medical doctor and philosopher who wasirvivor of the Holocaust. Works include
The Doctor and the SoahdMan’s Search for Meaning



