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Last night Rachel cried herself to sleep, just as she had the night before and the night before that.  Come morning she’d put on her happy face, laughed, told jokes – hiding.  But, you know, we human beings can sense something hidden, so her friends ask her, “Rachel, are you okay”?   Yet every time, she replies, “Oh, sure; I’m just fine.”  But tonight she’ll cry herself to sleep again.  Some people, when they’re upset, have a problem, try to hide it from others, both the reality of the problem and the reality of their pain.

But not Larry; he doesn’t hide it; people don’t just sense that something’s wrong.  It’s obvious.  He’s been stomping and storming around for days, griping about everything, even the tiniest minutia, and critical of anything and everything anybody says or does.  This isn’t the Larry they know, this thunder cloud of anger and negativity he brings into every room he enters.  But when somebody reached out to him, asked him what’s wrong, he’d snarled, “Nothing!  Just leave me alone!”


Rachel is laughing and telling jokes, Larry is stomping around and biting people’s heads off, but really they are doing the same thing.  And so is Cynthia.
Cynthia isn’t wearing a happy face mask, though, and neither is she snarling in an angry snit.  She isn’t hiding the fact that there’s trouble in her life, nor is she refusing to talk about it.  People who are close to her know what’s going on and would like to help.  But Cynthia refuses every offer.  “Thanks,” she says, “but there’s nothing you can do, nothing anybody can do, except God.  I need God’s help.  I believe that the Lord is my help.  I believe that the Lord is my shepherd.  So, I’m just hanging on to the 23rd Psalm and waiting.”
Rachel, Larry, and Cynthia:  they don’t have the same problem in their lives.  Nor does their behavior in response to their problem look the same.  But, in fact, all three of them are doing the very same thing.  You’ve probably picked it up:  all three of them are refusing to let anybody around them help.

Have you ever done that, refused someone’s offer of help?  If you’re anything like the rest of us, there have been lots of times when you refused help because you really didn’t think anybody could help.  But sometimes wasn’t it because you were embarrassed to admit that you needed help, feeling ashamed of being needy, of feeling weak?  Ask for help, accept somebody’s offer - heaven forbid that you should be a burden to somebody.  Rachel, Larry, Cynthia, you, me – we like to be helpers, but we shy away from being the “helpee.”  And Cynthia’s way of not being the “helpee,” it’s troubling to me.

She’s quoting from the Psalms:  “the Lord is my help; the Lord is my Shepherd.”  She’s quoting psalm verses – what’s troubling about that?  She sounds like a woman of strong faith, and she is.  And there certainly isn’t anything wrong with hanging on to the 23rd Psalm.
God as Shepherd, who safeguards the lives of the sheep, of every little lamb, patiently finding those who have wandered to bring them home; God as Shepherd, who guides the flock to verdant grassland, through a terrain that’s largely desert guiding them to places where water flows and grasses spring up lush and green; God as Shepherd, who leads and tends the sheep by day, by night guarding them from predators, settling the sheep to rest and sleep in safety; God as Shepherd, who secures the sheep in life abundant, in green pastures; God as Shepherd:  it’s a beautiful and comforting metaphor, bespeaking who God is and how God is toward us.  And the Bible itself is lush and verdant with many similar passages, the same message beautifully painted in stories and songs about God’s grace.  How many the Bible verses about God’s unconditional love and ever-present help, God’s eagerness to guide us through deserts and dangers, through dark valley times, God in wisdom and in magnificent love ever leading us to the nourishment, the rest, the peace of life abundant in green pastures.
But no passage says it better than the 23rd Psalm.  When times are tough, when someone you love has died and you need comfort, or when there’s a problem that’s depleting your energy and you need strength, or when there’s a decision to be made and you need wisdom, or when you’ve landed at a life crossroad and don’t know which way to go and need direction, so many times the 23rd Psalm is exactly what we need to remember.  Cynthia is right to hang onto the 23rd Psalm.
“The Lord is my helper,” she says; “the Lord is my Shepherd.”  That’s Cynthia’s statement of faith.  It was the psalmist’s statement of faith, too.  God as helper, as guide, as nurturer:  those words also sing the faith of Abraham and Sarah, of Moses and Aaron and Miriam, of all the prophets, of Jesus of Nazareth, of the disciples, of the apostle Paul, and of countless people down through the centuries.  “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want”…those words of profound trust in God’s grace are at the heart of our faith statements, too.
“So, I’ll hang on to the 23rd Psalm,” Cynthia says.  “The Lord will give me all the help I need.  I appreciate your offer, but there’s nothing you can do.”  And there’s the statement I find troubling.  Cynthia is misusing the 23rd Psalm.  See, Rachel used happy face hiding, Larry used aggression, Cynthia is using the 23rd Psalm to create a wall, walling herself off from people and their offers of help.  And the result is so sad.

Probably she isn’t aware of what she’s doing, but, even as she prays to the Lord her shepherd, as she prays for God’s help, she’s canceling out her own prayer, unable or unwilling to see her prayer answered, the Shepherd’s love and help oh so near, in the person nearby.  Trouble is, she’s looking at the 23rd Psalm with tunnel vision, blinding herself to the surrounding message.  And that’s a spiritual problem, far bigger than whatever other problem she’s struggling with.  The sad result is that, as she refuses everybody’s help, she’s also refusing help from God.

Remember, it’s proclaimed throughout the whole Bible, and we’ve discovered it in our own lives, that God usually doesn’t zap down the help we need – occasionally it happens that way, through a dream, a vision, some other sort of direct intervention – but not usually.  Usually God’s beautiful grace full of the help we need comes through people around us.

It may come through something a friend does, something a relative says, or through a stranger, and sometimes from the mouth of a babe, through something a toddler says or does.  God’s help – we can count on it, because God is faithful to us.  But sometimes, despite our statements of faith, we renege on faithfulness, refusing to allow God to help us the way God most often helps, through somebody nearby.
Now, of course, I am not suggesting that we should become childishly dependant, expecting everybody, or one certain somebody in our lives, to be constantly helping us with everything, providing everything we need, we ourselves never having to help ourselves, even though we are capable of helping ourselves.  That, too, is a spiritual problem, a reneging on the abilities God birthed in us to use.  But over-dependence on others isn’t usually what drives the behavior of us Presbyterians, we of the well-honed work ethic.
We’re way more often to be found at the other extreme, in the boat with Rachel and Larry and Cynthia, not wanting to be a burden, not wanting to appear lazy, not wanting to look weak and needy, not wanting to ask others for help and refusing help when it’s offered, and truly hating it when the time comes, as it will if we live long enough, when we have no choice except to be dependent on the help of others.  But remember, their help is the vehicle of God’s grace.  Wouldn’t it be the height of foolishness to pray for God’s help and then refuse to see it and accept it when it’s as close as the person nearby?
So, think about the stuff that’s going on in your life, the stuff that’s been troubling you, perhaps for a long time, the stuff that just won’t go away, no matter how much you pray for God’s help.  Then think about the people in your life who love you, who would gladly help you and may have already offered to do so.
Think about them faithfully, through the faith of your heart, their potential as vehicles of God’s grace and God’s own help, to make a real difference in your life.  Read the 23rd Psalm, and, yes, memorize it – that Psalm remembered can hold you in really tough times, through the darkest of dark valleys.  But don’t forget the surrounding message.  Don’t forget to see the Shepherd in people nearby; don’t forget the availability of God’s love and help, God’s tending and nurture, God working through people around you to lead you to abundant life in green pastures.
Let’s say the 23rd Psalm together again, and if you don’t yet know it by heart, just listen and let it soak into your heart now.

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:  he leadeth me beside the still waters.  He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil:  for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.  Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.
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