This sermon was presented by the pastor from a brighewthd not from written
manuscript. It was transcribed from audiotape and etyteddividuals other than the
pastor who claims authorship. Said pastor did not necesszadythis transcript before

publication.

Sermon dictionary entries are identified by footnotes endincument. Full dictionary entries are
available in the complete dictionarydtp://www.fpcnorfolk.org/resources/dictionary.php

March 2, 2008
‘The LORD isMy Shepherd: Shadow Life™
Rev. Jim Wood

A group of parents of two-year olds led the reading o28fPsalm:
The LORDis my shepherd, | shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me besideatiis;
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.

Good morning church. My name’s Jim Wood and I'm a forgsiener and | love Jesus as my
Lord and He is my shepherd. It is my joy that | anhwaity family in worship today. | hope and
pray that whether you've been here many, many times or whbikdre the first time that
you've come that you will experience something today of thedb¥&od that will let you know
that there’s no place you can be where you are alone, thatwité you in and through all
things, God Emmanuel.

We've been focusing on this "8®salm through the Lenten season and it's been a pdwerfu
experience for me at least in the preparation, the teftecToday we are looking at the phrase as
it appears in the New Revised Standard Version “Even thowgtk through the darkest valley, |
fear no evil; for you are with me.” | love the way theniiJames version puts it - it's actually

just as appropriately translated, the Hebrew actually iiterally is “the valley of the shadow of
death” — “Yea, though | walk through the valley of thedsiva of death | fear no evil for thou art
with me.” | hope you noticed today as we were readimgtlt all of these parents and these
beautiful two-year olds that there was a change in tHenpdéyou didn’t, go back at some point
and look at that. Up until this point David as he’s b&gting has been talking about the

comfort that he has in knowing that God is his shepherdt'aral powerful, powerful psalm, but



today something changed. David changed the tense. Todaydeesn’t talk about God, he
talks to God: “Even though | walk through the darkedeyal fear no evil; for yoare with

me.” | find this so significant because for any of us Wwhee walked in the dark valleys, any of
us who know what it is to feel even as if we are in tlaletv of death itself, whenever that
comes having the comfort of knowing about our God is a gnead, tbut not sufficient. It's only
when we know that we can speak to Him that He is witim tise midst of that, in the midst of
that darkest valley, in the midst of that deepestaldrplace, that we find our real comfort.
That's the power and the presence that we have to proakabelievers of Christ, that our God is
not a God that we can talk about as great and gloretieas, but our God is a God who is with
us in and through all things, with us in all places.

Our text in the New Testament today comes in the Gospéhadk, the 14' Chapter. That's
toward the end of the Gospel of Mark; it's in what va#l the Passion Narrative. It's in this
accounting of the last week, the last days of Jeses’ Harlier in the 14 Chapter Jesus has
celebrated the Lord's Table in Mark. He has callesidisciples together. Now, He has decided
to go off to the Mount of Olives, to a place called Gettesge in the middle of the Mount of
Olives. We'll talk about what the Mount of Olives isamminute. It is a very, very confusing
place. It's not as we often have it portrayed, soe&d to know that in order to get our bearings
in this text, but we will cover that in a minute. Gethaee literally means “the oil press.” It's a
place somewhere on the Mount of Olives where work takes plabe midst of the day where
people would bring their olives and they would press thiaih them.

Jesus has decided now as He is trying to prepare Himsehgd is likely to come to call three

of His closest disciples, those that He’s calledhio bther instances to go with Him, Peter and
then the brothers James and John, to go with Him to the$ pjaice, to go with Him to this place
where He can pray. It is significant for us that Patetr James and John were with Jesus in the
Transfiguration when He was transfigured and sat wifalEand Moses, a powerful time. They
were also the three disciples that Jesus had with Hienwke raised Jairus’ daughter. That's
important for us but I think the real symbolism in thermbewith Him today is the fact that just a
few verses earlier Peter in the"ehapter has told Jesus that he would never deny Hith¢ha
would be with Him, that he would stand with Him in tinélst of all things, that there is nothing
that would cause him to deny who Christ was. A littteshrlier in the Gospel, James and John
have come to Jesus and said “Lord, we feel so clod®und to you, that we feel as if we can
drink from the same cup that you drink,” so Jesus callettmese who have proclaimed
themselves to be the ones who want to be with Him in thstrofdll things. He calls them to go
with Him. We don'’t hear it in this text, but if you know thery you know what happens. They
keep falling asleep, they can’t stay awake; they fail ¢versimple task that Jesus has for them to
wait and to watch.

The other part about this passage that is so meanisgiaki that confounds theologians
constantly; you read commentaries and everyone wants toanarkd it because it says in the
text and you'll hear it in a moment that Jesus is gregitated. It is a strong Greek word; it's a
word that means that there is some great disturbaiticm wThen he is at the point of despair, so
much that He gets down and prays. Now, for a Jew tdayen on the ground and pray is very,
very rare. Our ancestors were called when they prayit ip hands to heaven and lift up their
heads. It's only when you're in utter despair, it's dnlyhat place where you lose any sense of
self-awareness that you fall down and so Jesus is giléltis where He falls down and He begins
to pray and to plead with God that God remove the cupwiheatt is to come doesn’t come.
Scholars have a hard time with this because it appe#rdestis is incredibly weak and that He's
confused and He doesn’t know what to do and He is begging aadirgevith God. It doesn’t



fit real well with some of the images that we havehe$ God, this Jesus of ours, who goes in
great nobility and bears the weight of our sins. Thisue, but the passage is here because we
need to know that at this point Jesus is utterly humamusedf He’s not utterly human, if He's
only divine, if the humanity of Christ is lost, then Hisittedoesn't bear the weight of our sins.
It's a very, very powerful notion for us.

Let’s just look at the text, just a few verses today.
New Testament Reading — Mark 14: 32-36

They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his discipies, “
here while | pray.”

He took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be distressed and
agitated.

And said to them, “| am deeply grieved, even to death; remain &iedekeep
awake.”

And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayesd it
it were possible, the hour might pass from him.

He said, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove ¢hp from
me; yet, not what | want, but what you want.”

I was reminded the other day in a weird way of someth@gr very first call in ministry was in

a small colonial town in New Jersey. We had a beautifuise, a church-owned house that we
lived in that was built in the 1870’s. It was just a bealjtglorious place. It was a great place.
Zachary was born while we lived there; Adam and Raa®wmall, pre-school age when we got
there. It was such a great little town. It was so wontthat Ross was really learning. We felt
like there was this great influence from the neighbors. nWWigewas a preschool boy Ross would
bring fresh flowers to his mom, sometimes three or fiooed a week. He would bring these
beautiful fresh flowers. We thought, “Man, what a gemhmunity. There’s got to be neighbors
with all of these flowers and they're cutting them andngj\them to Ross to bring to his mom.
It's a wonderful place.” Well, that wasn't quite whaasvhappening. What actually was
happening was that right behind our house adjacent to oulybettkvas a Roman Catholic
cemetery, and we started noticing that there wasralaton between the fresh flowers that we
would get and the funerals that would take place in thetgn(laughter). What was actually
happening was that Ross and his friends would go backiladtémneral was over and they would
take the flowers off and cut them and bring them to their sr@srthis great, great gift. Actually,
the way we caught them was that one day in our backaybadf of a tombstone showed up and
we said, “Something’s going on here.”

That'’s the thing about cemeteries, and you learn fromgianfjacent to one, is that cemeteries are
not nearly as peaceful as we think they are. A lot of ikidkis town, even some from our

church, would go back and try to converse with the spiritee evenings, late at night — usually
86 proof spirits (laughter). Other youth would go back thedebe on the verge of what | might
consider grave mistakes in their lives (laughter). Pgaitd stuff isn't it? Thank you (laughter).

At 8:30 it was just like water off their backs (laughteFhank you. Cemeteries are rarely as



peaceful as they appear. Many people go visit. True.s@rySheryl's and my second date she
asked me if | wanted to go meet her grandfather aam] ¥eah.” | knew how much she loved
her grandfather even from the first date; | heard about Biae took me to the cemetery,
Elmwood Cemetery in Columbia, South Carolina, becausgrhedfather had died a couple of
years earlier and it was Sheryl's practice to go andsjusind to be able to converse, in some
way with more her heart than with her grandfather. eMyerience is that those kinds of
conversations are not as typical as the other type, thetymaversations that we seek to avoid,
that when someone dies or when something passes the sha@ifesgrs, the sins, the things that
have separated us seem to be put away and so we speandrsofraur time trying to just keep it
as peaceful and yet it seems that it just keeps in s@ye popping back up, popping back up,
coming back up.

The reason | said it was important to know the contegt@Mount of Olives was an unusual
place. It was the ancient Hebrew cemetery; in fadhe 14 Chapter of Zechariah, Zechariah
has a prophecy where he says that what’'s going to happbe day of the Lord when it comes

is that God is literally going to push the Mount of Olivgsagainst Jerusalem. It's adjacent to
Jerusalem, but He’s going to push it up against Jerusalertisagding to raise up even
Jerusalem itself and as it raises up even the tombs ofdlkdendébe opened up and the saints
will come. It's a powerful, powerful image. When we thofkhe Mount of Olives we think of
this very quiet, very peaceful kind of place, but keep in ramavell it's right at the Passover.
The Jews are coming to Jerusalem in that pilgrimagedtessential for many, many of our
ancestors to come and there’s no room for them. Thereasnough accommodations for them
in Jerusalem for them, so what do they do? They sleepndutery often they sleep at the Mount
of Olives. They sleep in among the tombs in the Mount ne®land there they are. We are
listening to the story of Jesus and He's trying to fimd guiet place in Gethsemane which is in
the Mount of Olives, but we can only imagine that arounslatlithis commotion, all this
conversation, all this noise, all this stuff that's thedesus is praying. He’s praying and He’s
saying, “Lord, if this cup can be removed, please remadverit me.” He tells His friends, “I'm
So agitated, I'm in so much despair that I'm almosbw#ath itself,” and yet all of this is going
on, all of this activity.

Then you stay with that image — in the coming hours Jesqietrisyed, the coming day He'’s
rejected, He’s tortured, He's executed, and He’s patgrave in the Mount of Olives. There
three days later these two women come and they see théntmhbeen guarded by the Roman
soldiers. The Roman soldiers had a lot to fear in Jdsens were fearful that because there was
this talk, this sort of underlying battling about the resuimacind that something might happen
to Him, they needed to have that tomb protected so nobodly come and steal Him. They
were fearful that Jesus’ body would be stolen and then levdyywould be able to say, “Look,

He was raised from the dead.” They were fearful thétat there might be this power kind of
built up in this small community of rabble but it still midie able to empower the larger people
and so they guarded the tomb because that’s their fearthBrg’s other fear taking place in the
same thing for me. Cemeteries are rarely as peaaeine want them to be or as we think they
are. There’s the fear of the disciples as well. Juet ke mind what's gone on with the life of
the disciples in just these days. Here are the discipltsr and James and John. Peter who says,
“Lord, I'll never deny you. Lord, I'll never deny you,” and atthappens? And James and John
who said, “Lord, we can drink of the same cup as you.ak¥eso close in our relationship with
you that we can do, we can give, we can be with you imtdst of all things.”

Here’s what happens in those days, in the last dayssofis’ life. There’s a woman who's
unnamed who anoints his body and as she is anointing His bodysties are griping and
complaining and arguing that it shouldn’t be done. Hergjiap of people who are watching as



Jesus gathers people for the Last Supper and tells thamsatb happen and tells them what is
the power and what is to take place. This is the titnenwve look at the bystander who carries
Jesus’ cross — not a disciple, but a bystander. THhig isnhe when we realize that it's the
centurion who's a pagan who is the very first one as d#ssiso know on that day that this truly
is the Son of God. This is the time when a councilmemdeo very likely was part of that
council that condemned Jesus and sent the execution setrdétiog that gathers the body and
takes it to his grave, to his family plot to be buriddhis is the time where the women go to the
tomb. This is the time when the women are there at ges.ciThis is the time when they go, and
where are the disciples in all of this? The disciples hane@way in fear; they’'ve hid
themselves. They've closed themselves up — the great powenfuthat they thought they were
to be. The men that said that they would never deny thizmhwould never move away from
Him, they’ve holed themselves up and are quietly trying todaamny contact with the world.
They are so fearful.

Here’s the thing for me. When the disciples hear, whewéimen come back and say the tomb
is empty, | think they would be filled with fear becatisey know that they are going to have to
meet this God, this Jesus, this man, that they’ve donleegi things to, that they’ve abandoned.
I can only imagine what's going on in Peter’s mind. HeR&ter who said, “Lord, I'll never
deny you,” and he did three times in just a few hours. \&bes$ he think? Does he think Jesus
is going to come and just say “Peter, | forgot you did thal®, he’'s worried. He’s fearful. He's
fearful that those sins that he’s committed, he’s tgdinkat that abandonment, he’s fearful that
that rejection that that's going to come back up him. dieiples are afraid that their actions are
going to come back upon them. They have a fear of the grstvag much as the Romans did.
This is the thing for you and me, | believe, that we iiveur lives — that you and | have the
same. We have this fear that these things about our thesse things that we try to bury, these
things that we try to put in the graveyard, these thingfswvile try to cover up — we're fearful that
they’ll come back on us, so we walk around our lives so rfillett with this fear.

I've been interested in television lately. | don't elah lot of TV, but I've been interested since
the writer’s strike to see what's been going on. Afteyttan out of all of the first runs and the
re-runs they’'ve gone into reality TV. This is the huge thmgplevision right now. It's amazing.
What better show can you come up with thnDad is Better than your D&d It makes me
think about Elijah on Mount Carmel where he’s out theré tie Baalites These bizarre
shows. Here’s the one that just bothers the daylights out.oftreezoyeurism to the extreme.
It's the one, | don’'t even know the name of it, but it's the oneetieey strap a lie detector to
you and you're asked all these answers and then you coore lyetir family and they ask you
the questions and if you answer them and you're truthful um gaswering, you get a certain
amount of money. You can reach a point where you can dieitigou can stop answering. |
haven't seen the show but I've seen enough of the commexiai®w there are all these
shocking things — it's like “Have you ever done anything thatuir yamily found out it would
cause them to be ashamed of you or reject you?” Howoargoing to answer that? Or, “Have
you ever cheated?” It's weird and people will actually maé@sions for money to answer that
kind of stuff.

I've got to tell you | could never do that show, becausellgeity for everything (laughter). |
swear — lie detectors. When | was in my first lifieen we had a restaurant we would do these lie
detector things they would scare the daylights out of nm-guilty for everything. If they
strapped that lie detector on me and asked me about theetghdbaby | would confess

(laughter). 1 would. | would just confess. | did itknow | did it. Somehow, somewhere along
the way | got responsibility for it. | really mean thatve got this overwhelming sense of the

stuff in my life that it's true that | know that thingsat I've thought that if | told you | fear you



wouldn’t love me anymore, or | fear that you wouldn'tjoest me anymore. These things in my
life where | look and I think “If only | had done this diffetyy, maybe this wouldn't have turned
out” and | take the responsibility of lives and of situatiand people in that, and | do. The truth
is | spend a lot of my life trying to bury that stuff, justtry to keep it deep enough and to keep
the ground packed down enough so that it doesn't come backth8tiing is is when | do that,

| start to realize that all I'm doing is living a litd fear. Even though I'm not found out, I'm just
living this life of fear. | don’t know, maybe that meawnething to you, maybe that sounds like
something for you. | think it might because | believents just unique to me. | believe that this
is the human condition, that we try to find ways to aatti the stuff of our lives and one of the
ways the world tells us is “Just bury it. Just trytd it in a grave. Just try to pile it in there. Put
your sins, put your shameful acts, put your shameful thouistsput it in there and just cover it
up and don't let anybody know where it is and just hope andtpaayt will never get lifted up,
that it will never be found out, that nobody will ever wplst and kick up the dirt and start to
find something that's in there and it starts to raisehiead. While we’re doing it, don’'t we just
live in these lives of fear?

That's the fear of the disciples. It's the featltdse disciples who had turned away and rejected
the very man, the very God that they had said nothing cagdrate them from. They had to be
so afraid that they would meet Him. I've got to be sbréth you, too, this is one of the things
that | ask for forgiveness because | wish you had a hpsistor who had these things figured out.
I guess that’s why we have three associates who hawgleng figured out (laughter). This is

the thing for me that | feel sometimes in my life afraven to meet Christ because of what'’s
going on in my head and my thoughts and my abandonments amdbveynents away from

Him. | always pray that when He comes He’'ll catchanthat right moment. | believe that this

is what you and | face so much of our lives is this fieat we have of even meeting our God, that
He would know who we are.

I've shared with you before that | had an encounter y&gosvith a young woman who was in a
very inappropriate relationship and she knew it was an inapatepelationship. She was living
with a guy and it wasn’'t an appropriate thing. She cantewanted to talk about it. She wanted
to talk about it but she didn’t want to get into whetheraswight or wrong, she just wanted to
talk about something that came up in a sermon. This isa@nae up in the sermon, that | really
believe that God sees us in all places. He knows everyabmgt our lives; He knows who we
are. That was okay for her, but | equated by saying thsaid, “It's almost as if your
grandmother who loves you dearly can know and see everything yaveeghing you do,
everything you think,” and that was eating her alive. Thetfet God knew that she was doing
something inappropriate, she could live with that, but thietfeat her grandmother who had died
could look down and see where she was and what she wasnd@regating her alive.

This fear, trying to keep it covered up, | think is whaggeus and separates us from the fullness
of life that we're supposed to have more often, the fefired life that God has for us that abides
with us. When we hear David talking about walking in théeist valley or in the valley of the
shadow of death, both of those translations are approgigtbere’s the setting: it's the sheep
that are walking and they're walking in a desert landl onéy has rain a few months out of the
year. When the rain comes the clay cannot absorb the avadeo it just runs off. These huge
wadis become huge flooding and it creates these huge, caveulibes. They are so long
because the rain just keeps running and running. In the drgrsednen the shepherd is moving
the sheep from one place to the next they have to cross them,@deér to cross them they have
to go down into them. We're told by the archaeologists andee it even today that they are so
deep that they can even cut off all the light and itsfedch black almost at the very bottom.
That's where the sheep are most afraid, when they're irdéniness. That's when they’re most



afraid is when they are in that darkness, and thdtswthey’re most vulnerable, too. It's not
just the fear; they’re most vulnerable, because that'sentherlions and tigers and bears, that's
where the predators, that's where the things are thatwathem. The comfort that David finds
is that he walks through that even in that darkness) & that fear, is to know that the Lord is
with him. My Shepherd is here. “I know you are with'hieg says. So, how do we get to that
place in our spiritual lives where the very presence of Godt something that embarrasses but
it's a thing that embraces us?

I had the privilege a few years ago of journeying with angpwoman as she died. It's impacted
me eternally. She was a young mom with an early-eteang daughter and a pre-school
daughter and she was diagnosed with a form of lung cémewas hard to understand what it
was and what was going on, but it aggressive, it wasdadtthe treatments were not working.
She was in the process of dying. One of the great privilegeiistry is to be welcomed into
people’s lives and so | was welcomed into her life andrbegapend time and talk with her. To
see this woman of deep faith grow into an even deephr faisee a woman who walked in the
valley of the shadow of death knowing that the shadow waalityr@nd the comfort and the
peace that she found in that and her relationship witlsOhas just an amazing thing. In those
last weeks, months, days of her life, she began thidgd that just astounded me. She would sit
and pull a piece of paper and she’d start writing thinge’d\&it there, her husband and | at the
bedside, and we’d think that now she’s going to be writingesloimg about a last will and she’'d
hand it to him and it was basically instructions on howéach little girls’ socks with their
dresses, or the kids’ favorite recipe — how you’re suppasathke mac-n-cheese. Those were
the things that she was giving and there were these angitithat came.

As we began to talk about the process, and for her wwakgo die in the Lord and there was this
amazing comfort. She didn’'t want to, but she knew whattevasme and she knew that her
family would be cared for, but there was one persdreiriife that she worried about the most. It
wasn’'t her daughters and it wasn’t her husband, even thtxegb\sed them and cared for them
greatly, but she worried the most about her father. &tbef had a huge impact on her. She said
when she was a little girl every day her father would chome from work and “I'd immediately
bring a story Bible and | would crawl up into his lap anddad would start to read stories from
the Bible, and as he did | would kind of nest in his shauldld kind of rub my head and my

nose up against the fibers of his jacket, and all thegs jagar | can remember the feel of that.
When | think about going to be with my God,” she said, “Jimat’s the image that is the
strongest for me is to know that I'm going to be with a\éedy Father who's going to call me
upon His lap and is going to let me sit in the embrace.gbimg to be able to nestle there.” She
said, “I realize now that those stories were the fotiodaf all my faith and all my
understanding.” But here’s the thing. Her father waseareh chemist and as she wrestled with
this insidious form of cancer, they finally realizéat the cancer came from a fiber that her father
had been doing research on. When he would come home andudenastle up against him,

she was literally taking in the fibers that these y&stes were causing her death. She said, “You
know, my dad has done such a great job of being able to nyry that so that he could be with
me and love me through the midst of all of this and tmmgtfor me, but | know when I’'m gone
that if he doesn’t find the true hope it will be something tilitbe just digging up and he’ll be
walking around fearful that sooner or later it's just gdmgaise its hand and grab hold of him
and he’ll be overwhelmed with guilt.” “I so desperately’tl@rant that for him,” she said.

| can only imagine what that's like, and yet at the séime | think you and | in some sense
know. These things in our lives that we think have sepauiat from others, these things in our
lives that we think have done harm for people, these tlimngsr lives that perhaps nobody even
knows but us — and here’s the reality. Here’s the truth. elieero shovel in the world that can



dig a hole deep enough to cover that and assure youns@lfriever come back. The only way,
my friends, is as this father came to know through y¢aesonly way is to take that and not dig
your own hole but to put it at the very tomb that the Romanessiduarded — because here’s the
thing. It's the only way that you and | can ever be ¢ The only way that we can know that
it will never come back is that it is absorbed by the vesyg @ho died for us. The truth of our
lives is that every day you and | have stuff that weamame and we can put at the tomb, and here
is the assurance: if you trust and believe that if yout ptly in the tomb of Christ, if you put it

in the love of God, you can be assured with confidencatthdt never come back. The only

thing that comes out of that tomb is Jesus Christ himself

When He came back and He gathered the disciples, Heoghigit, Zerate” It's a Greek word.

It means a lot of different things, but ultimately itstrowans “rejoice.” This is the reality for us.
This is who we are as the forgiven people of God. We haplace to put our stuff that will stay
eternally buried and we can live into the wholeness ofitdisand when that comes, no matter
where you are, you will know the truth of the Shepherd’s Ps¥ea, though | walk through the
valley of the shadow of death,” through the darkest valleyill fear no evil, for you are with
me.”

Let's pray.

! Baalites — Elijah opposed the worship of Baal, andigaged in a contest of miracles with the prophets
of Baal and stated that there would be no rain or dew eatéys command. After three years of drought,
Elijah assembled the people of Israel on Mount Carrherg’he demonstrated the supremacy of God over
Baal.



