The Voice of Encouragement

Happy Mother’s Day. If I were to title my sermon
this morning, it would be called

“The Voice of Encouragement”, Alfred Adler, one
of the founders of modern psychotherapy, used to
tell his practitioners ‘most people looking for help
are dis-couraged’. The healing intervention they
seek is someone who can voice their strengths and
opportunities for growth. As a novice, I learned to
do that by asking my clients to tell me stories,
stories of their childhood, their growing up and
with careful listening, begin to hear the script of
their fairy tale and be able to suggest a better
ending. Encouragement.

I met my other mother Shirley, as a curate at St.
Anne’s, She was a small round white haired
woman with a wide smile. She soon became my
encourager. It was Shirley, who made me feel
better, laughing, when during the prayer of the
people I mixed up the husband with the father of
the grouchiest parishioner to great uproar. And the
time during the funeral of the Admiral when 1
totally forgot the hymn number of the Navy hmyn
and had to shout up to the organist to get it. It was
Shirley, the parish Dorcas, who when the Bishop



decided to move up the date of my ordination, and
we only had three weeks to prepare, offered and
made my first exquisite silk chasuable, trimmed
with gold and red ribbon, so I could feel like a
Biblical princess. It was Shirley who taught me
pastoral care, as we split our English Muffin at
Chick and Ruth’s deli, and walked up the main
street, stopping to speak to everyone, she knew
them all, their life stories, their triumphs and
heartaches because she walked that route every
day and spoke to everyone she saw.

It was Shirley, who when I married Bob here at
New Brick, filled baskets with fresh flowers at the
altar. I loved her dearly, my other mother, and was
so desperately afraid I might lose her, but she
always hugged me, saying ‘Don’t worry about me,
God’s got me!’

The night my husband David died of a heart attack
at Anne Arundel, I was there alone. I’d sent Tory
my youngest home with friends, and the other kids
weren’t home. Our rector came, briefly, said a
prayer and left. And I started to walk down the
hall in the dark, to go and tell my children their
father had died, and I knew I just couldn’t. How
could I tell them? And as I walked through the



revolving door into the night, I heard a voice -
saying, ‘You don’t think I’m going to let you do
this alone, do you’, as Shirley came running to
meet me.

In our Gospel from John this morning we hear that
voice. ‘My sheep know my voice’ Jesus the Good
Shepherd says, ‘the voice of encouragement’.

If we look carefully at John’s Gospel, chapter 10,
the Good Shepherd, at the passage from the book
of Revelation we know so well and say at the
celebration of the end of life, at the miracle of new
life given to Dorcas/Tabitha in the Book of Acts,
all of these words come to us from one primary
source — Psalm 23.

Of all the psalms this one is absolutely David’s
poem prayer. A poem prayer written as he flees his
capital and kingdom for the wilderness. His own
son and his closest friend and advisor have
betrayed him in an unexpected revolution. And
still, David, says the words that three thousand
years we continue to say in the midst of disaster
and fear and heartbreak: The Lord IS MY
Shepherd.



This is a personal prayer, David can and does
claim an intimate relationship with Yahweh Jesus.
Intimate with the Great I am, the IS.Jesus says it
in John’s Gospel, ‘my sheep know me and I know
my sheep’; it is not a casual acquaintance, it is an
intimate knowing, as only God can know us. In
Hebrew the phrase is Adonai -~ Roh-I, from the
same root as companion, closest friend. David
claims his belonging, his owned state, as God’s.
Sheep belong to their master, the shepherd, they
are not on their own.

David goes on to say, ‘I shall not want’, in modern
vernacular, “I need nothing”, all is given, all is
grace. I don’t have to do anything to ‘get’, I will be
given. Because I am His. God will provide.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. Did
you know that real sheep lie prone when they are
secure and sleep. If they smell a threat, if irritated
with insects, if hungry, they don’t sleep. Only
when the place is just right, like Goldilock’s bed,
can they rest. David asks what we all pray, for
ourselves and others, Lord, please, keep us safe.
Give me quiet waters, not chaos.

He restoreth my soul - Dorcas, Tabitha received a
‘restored soul’, a new life, an encouraged spirit,



Tabitha resurrected sprang up like her namesake,
a gazelle, not just living, but filled with Life, a new
creation. To say, ‘restoreth me soul’ is to say ‘my
soul comes back to me’. ‘I am myself again.’ The
good Jew prays every morning, I offer thanks
before You, living and eternal King, for you have
mercifully restored my soul within me, great is
your faithfulness.

There are many Hebrew words to use to talk about
paths, but David uses the term that means, ‘circle’.
The path of rightness is like the labyrinth, we
come back to old new places when we walk with
God, as Eugene Peterson puts it, ‘a long obedience
in the same direction’. To be Christ’s sheep, we
need to grow in knowing Him as deeply as He
knows us, we need the path to glorification as His.

Probably the phrase we know the best, ‘yea though
I walk through the valley of the shadow of death’,
is talking about total darkness. The kind of pitch
black where you can’t see your hand in front of
your eyes. In the biblical sense it is the grave, the
Sheol, the death which must come completely
before the resurrection. In my darkest times, I
would think of the modern refrain, ‘the way home
leads through Baghdad’. But as Jesus tell us this



morning, as His, as God’s we shall not perish. As
He was able to endure the cross, knowing where
He had come from and where He was going, so we
can take encouragement even in the face of
suffering and death. We are not alone in the dark,
we have eternal life and nothing can take it away.
We are, in fact, indestructible, we will live forever
with our Risen Shepherd. And here, in David’s
voice, he too turns directly to God: You are with
me!

God’s sovereignty, God’s ubiquitous rule, his
scepter - not his rod, His very Kingshipis our
security. ‘The scepter shall not depart from
Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his
feet...and to him shall be the obedience of the
peoples’ Gen. 49:10. Even in the discipline of the
Lord there is comfort; judgement stops us from
repeating our own insanity, repeating our
destruction.

But David addresses God as the generous host, not
just giving what we need but our deepest desires,
for love of us! Not just the food delivery by Uber,
but a homecooked meal at a table set with the best
silver, the softest seats, the brightest candles. We
are not just accepted, we are wanted, always



wanted. God likes us! What a truly amazing
thought!

And He likes us even confronted by all those who
have nothing good to say about us, who hate us,
who reject us, who would cheerfully hurt us. At
God’s table, the wicked can’t come, and the loved
can stay as long as they like.

‘You anoint my head with oil’ we are not only
chosen, we are called. Called to be favored but also
to be sacrificed for love as Christ himself. ‘Our cup,
our life in God will not be painless, but as our text
from Revelation tells us this morning, we shall be
washed in the blood of the Lamb, and stand
rejoicing before our God. We have a future
abundantly overflowing with grace.

Probably the most encouraging voice of David’s
and our 23™ Psalm is this last line: ‘Surely
goodness and mercy shall follow ME all the days of
my life, - except it doesn’t say, ‘follow’ the word is
‘pursue’ or ‘chase’. God God’s self the ‘chesed’ the
faithful loving kindness of all Being, will come
after us with all enthusiasm, because we matter.
We are his, and nothing nothing can keep our God
from coming after us, eager to capture and
surround us with good things, not just in the short



term, but always, le olam, all the days we can
know and those are infinite, yesterday, today and
tomorrow. Joy is ours.

And we will be at home. ‘And I shall dwell in the
house of the Lord forever’. As Jesus is One with
Father, sat at his right hand, so we will sit down,
at rest. At'peace. Can there ever be more
encouraging words than we hear in Revelation
today: “For this reason they are before the throne
of God and worship him day and night within his
temple, and the one who is seated on the throne
will shelter them, They will hunger and thirst no
more, the sun will not strike them, nor any
scorching heat, for the Lamb at the center of the
throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide
them to the springs of the water of life, and God
will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

On this Good Shepherd Sunday, let us be
encouraged. Let us hear the voice of our good and
Providential Shepherd, and knowing whose we
are, go out to encourage the world. Amen,
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