Sunday May 30th, 2010


What is it?  This Reflection Guide is a tool to help us reflect further on Sunday’s sermon during the week as well as dig deeper into the themes presented.  

How Can I Use it?  You can choose to set aside a single chunk of time during the week to read and reflect with the Guide or you can refer to it daily throughout your week.  

Psalm 23

A psalm of David.

 1 The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not be in want.

 2 He makes me lie down in green pastures, 

       he leads me beside quiet waters,

 3 he restores my soul. 

       He guides me in paths of righteousness 

       for his name's sake.

 4 Even though I walk 

       through the valley of the shadow of death, [a] 

       I will fear no evil, 

       for you are with me; 

       your rod and your staff, 

       they comfort me.

 5 You prepare a table before me 

       in the presence of my enemies. 

       You anoint my head with oil; 

       my cup overflows.

 6 Surely goodness and love will follow me 

       all the days of my life, 

       and I will dwell in the house of the LORD 

       forever.

This week’s Reflection Guide is a bit of a departure from our regular content.  I’d like to share something I’m dealing with that’s deeply personal.  Although it’s a heavy topic, I hope you’ll also find it encouraging.

Last week, my dear friend passed away from cancer that he battled for the last 2 years.  Charles has known him since his college years, and me since I met Charles 11 years ago.  This may have been the death that hit me closest to heart so far in my life.  I am surprised by the pain that I feel at the reality that I will never see him again in this life.  It feels so abrupt and sudden, so final. 

As I think about this loss of his presence, the phrase from the psalm, “the valley of the shadow of death” comes to mind.  We are in the shadow of his death, especially his family.   As I read the psalm, I understand that my friend lived in the “valley of the shadow of death” for the last two years, ever since he was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer.  Through the surgeries, pains, weight loss, the chemo therapies, until the very end.    And his wife and his kids lived through the valley of the shadow of death during that time as well.  And they still do.  They are still in the shadow of their husband and father’s death, his absence a daily reminder.  To a smaller degree, I am in the valley too.  I struggle with the finality of his absence.  

Then again, we are all “walking through the valley of the shadow of death”.  King David, who wrote this psalm says, “even though”.  He didn’t say “even if”.  In a way, in a very real way, the valley of shadow of death is part of our existence here on earth.  We don’t think about it when we are young and strong, but it is always there.  

Charles and I visited him three days before he passed away.  He was not able to speak very much and he was very weak.  He couldn’t drink or eat.  I remember the way he looked at us when we were leaving.  He couldn’t talk, but he was saying good bye to us.  With his eyes, he spoke so much, that our relationship mattered to him and that he loved us.  And I know that he did that for us, not for himself.  Even in those last days, in so much pain and weakness, he cared for us.  

I don’t know how he did that.  He was like that the whole time I have known him.  And the drawn-out battle with cancer didn’t change him.  What I know is that the rest of Psalm 23 was also true to him.  He experienced the crushing reality of death even as he lived, and he also experienced the table that God prepared before him in the presence of death.  I, for some reason, always understood this part in sequence.  We walk through the valley and after that a table is prepared for us.  But, suddenly I see that both parts are in present tense.  “Even though I walk through the valley of shadow of death” and “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies”.  It happens at the same time.  For all of us.  King David says, “my cup overflows.”   Even in the presence of his enemies, even in the reality of death in this life, he sees that his cup overflows.  His share in God is more than he can ever receive.  

My friend fought till the end.  It pained him deeply to leave his wife and kids behind.  And he was in love with Jesus till the end.  He felt God’s love and care for him.  God’s “goodness and love followed him” all his life.  And now, he “dwells in the house of the Lord forever.”  

My friend’s life as well as King David’s poses a question for me: how then shall I live?
