
 How are you? ¿Cómo están, chicos? 
 This is the typical way I make my feeble attempt to start 
 class, by acknowledging, in an admittedly formulaic way, 
 that we don’t just  exist  (the verb ‘ser’ in Spanish),  but we 
 feel, we inhabit temporary space, we change with different 
 circumstances and environments and weather (the verb 
 ‘estar’ in Spanish). 

 Sometimes, on tired mornings or right after a carb-heavy 
 lunch, the class needs to hear the question several times 
 before, finally, one quiet voice responds ‘bien, y usted?’. 
 So, ¿Cómo están? 

 But this is, as I said, a very formulaic, but very culturally 
 accepted way of engaging with others, and the other day I 
 was caught off-guard by a very non-formulaic response 
 from one junior student whom I’ll call Lauren.  Lauren, the 
 editor of the school newspaper, said ‘¡Estoy mal!’.  Awful, 
 she said.  I feel like the world’s falling apart.  She repeated 
 this response the next day, as well as some context for the 
 9th-grade boys in the room, who are generally unaware, 
 but particularly unaware what a leaked Supreme Court 
 decision might feel like if you’re a woman in 2022. 

 To be honest, in the past few years, when asked ‘How are 
 you’, no matter how formulaic the question, I’ve wanted to 
 respond ‘awful’ as well.  One layer of 2+ years of a 



 pandemic, with another layer of a long overdue national 
 reckoning of race and privilege, with yet another layer of 
 an increasingly divided and bitter political culture, topped 
 off with a climate crisis that has seemed to pass the point 
 of no return, has given me the blahs.  Fatigue.  Burnout. 

 And it’s not just me: I joke with colleagues at work that 
 ‘okay’ is the new ‘great’, and most of us probably feel like 
 we’re part of a collective existential crisis lately. 
 In my own world, teachers are quitting in droves, students 
 are showing signs of gaps in emotional development and 
 desperation for  something  , and my sense is that many  of 
 us have had trouble finding something to feed us, 
 something dependably present (like the verb ‘ser’) in an 
 unstable, shifting, undependable ‘estar’ world. 

 So what do we do when it feels like we’re at the bottom of 
 an ever-growing pit?  What do we do in an ‘estar’ world 
 where the strength of our democracy, the health of our 
 planet, our ethical and equitable treatment of others, and 
 our own hope, all seem to be slipping away from us? 

 Well, first, I have to remind myself that I felt similarly in 
 2016 with the Pulse shootings, and the lead-up to and the 
 aftermath of the election, and even, I admit, the deaths of 
 David Bowie and Prince.  In 2017 with Charlottesville. 
 Way back in 2005 when a divided and cynical country 



 seemed new.  And when I spoke to people a bit older than 
 me, they confirmed that they had felt deep division and 
 helplessness in other eras, too.  Not that we should be 
 comforted to know that each successive crisis will feel 
 worse than the most recent one!  But maybe there is 
 consolation in knowing that other generations have felt 
 similarly, have asked the same questions, have had their 
 senses of identity rattled. 

 It’s tempting, then, to read today’s beloved Psalm 23 
 mockingly or mawkishly, or to shrug at its pastoral beauty, 
 at its almost cruelly cozy tone. 

 It might help, first, to know that Psalm 23 is often grouped 
 in a category of Psalms of trust, in which the psalmist 
 states in the present tense a confession of the nature of 
 God (corresponding to the first three verses of the Psalm), 
 then a shift to personal testimony about past deliverance 
 (corresponding to verses four and five), and finally a 
 statement of belief that the future will see further 
 ‘goodness and mercy’. 

 In this case, the Psalmist also moves from addressing 
 God in the third person, then suddenly shifting to ‘you’ in 
 the fourth verse, almost as if the description of the 
 nurturing figure becomes too vivid, too unbearable to fit 
 within an objective third-person. 



 It also might help to reconsider Psalm 23’s apparent 
 tranquility.  The word ‘pastoral’ and the entire genre of the 
 ‘pastoral novel’ evoke nature as an escape from reality, 
 the shepherd’s life as a static, utopian experience where 
 rest, nourishment, and peace are the norm.  This is so 
 much the case that, in Cervantes’s novel  Don Quixote, 
 when the title character comes across  real  shepherds 
 whose appearance, smell, and diet are very much part of 
 the real world, it’s meant to parody that idyllic vision of the 
 pastoral. 

 Or, as poet Christine Evans writes, 
 “It is always a shock when they take off their caps, 
 Those neighboring farmers who call at our house. 
 They have to, of course, to have something to roll 
 Or to press or to twist in their blunt, nervous hands; 
 But it makes them instantly vulnerable 
 With their soft bald spots or thinning forelocks. 
 They seem at once smaller, and much more vivid: 
 Leaping out of type to personality.” 

 So, Psalm 23’s soul-reviving, comfort-giving, 
 table-spreading shepherd is, despite the mental image we 
 may have, an earthy,  human  redeemer who does all of  the 
 messy tasks that any shepherd would do, from watching 
 out for poisonous plants, to shearing the sheep, to keeping 



 one step ahead of diseases, to the bloody yet blessed 
 event of  lambing  in the spring. 

 The static pastoral image of a calm spring in the middle of 
 a green meadow must also be explored. There’s nothing 
 static about the life of a shepherd, especially the nomadic 
 type most likely depicted here: this shepherd is wandering, 
 always on-the-go, fully in the ‘estar’ world of shifting 
 conditions.  And the Psalm shows us that same world: the 
 valley of the shadow of death, the presence ‘of those who 
 trouble me’ remind us that danger is  literally  present.  The 
 threats and enemies will continue - the shepherd’s job is to 
 provide dependable protection,  not  elimination of  woes.  In 
 other words, the shepherd in the psalm provides a 
 dependable ‘ser’ in the midst of the ‘estar’. 

 In another cultural moment, we might just end there - 
 here’s an image of stability and safety in the middle of 
 peril, so go home and enjoy your tranquility, everyone! 

 I don’t know about you, but I’m still left with some 
 uncertainty about where I fit into this Psalm 23 world.  It’s 
 one thing to  say  and  believe  in the ‘ser’ world of  this 
 Psalm, but it’s another to embrace it as true. 

 So where do I fit in the world of Psalm 23? Where do  you 
 fit? 



 Well, I’m a sheep.  You’re a sheep. If I believe that the 
 Psalm 23 world is a dependable ‘ser’ in the middle of the 
 ‘estar’, I first must acknowledge that I’m stumbling, 
 sometimes helpless, susceptible to dark moments, dark 
 valleys, and my own dark shadow.  I must acknowledge 
 the muddy, bloody reality of my existence.  I must 
 acknowledge that, even though my default mode is ‘lone 
 wolf,’ I exist within a flock of other broken humans who 
 need each other. I also must acknowledge that in the 
 midst of my deepest sheepiness, there’s a voice that calls 
 me, that there’s something within me that is lovely, that is 
 worth saving, that needs protection, and that deserves 
 being surrounded by goodness and mercy not because of 
 something I’ve done, or because of my gender or my last 
 name or where I went to school or my zip code, but simply 
 because I belong to God.  I belong to love.  I belong to that 
 good shepherd whose very effectiveness depends on my 
 trust, my hope, my sometimes mindless listening to the 
 voice.  This shepherd is not asking me to change who  I 
 am, but rather, to be a sheep.  To tap into my sheepiest 
 self possible.  In other words, to go deep into my truest 
 ‘ser’ in a world of ‘estar’. 

 Now, sheep get a bad rap because of their obedience. 
 They absolutely do follow, as you’ve no doubt seen on 
 random highway crossings, aerial footage of a sheepdog, 
 or the movie  Babe  .  But they’re not stupid.  Bring  someone 



 in who hasn’t already gained the trust of the sheep, who 
 doesn’t speak with the voice of the shepherd, and they will 
 revolt.  But with  their  shepherd, with  their  sheepdog,  with 
 their  Babe  , the trust results in a lovely relationship.  The 
 voice of  their  shepherd leads the sheep to a sense  of 
 protection, care, and security. 

 So - in your sheepiest moments, how do  you  hear the 
 shepherd’s voice? Here are a few options in this turbulent 
 moment in May of 2022. 

 Maybe being extra deliberate about it might help.  Which 
 of Jesus’s words resonate the most with you?  Perhaps it’s 
 a dependable ‘ser’ statement.  ‘I am the bread of life.’ 
 ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit.’  Maybe it’s Jesus’s voice to 
 his disciples, his stumbling sheep, after their last supper 
 together: “Love one another.”  Maybe it’s Jesus’s voice to 
 his inconsistent, undependable sheep, Peter: “Feed my 
 sheep.” Maybe it’s Jesus’s commandment to  “Love your 
 neighbor as yourself.” 

 Perhaps there’s a still small voice that calls you today to 
 do that thing you’ve been putting off, to say that thing that 
 you’ve been meaning to say for a long time.  To reconnect 
 with that loved one.  To mend that broken heart. 



 If the Jesus path is impossible right now, or too much - 
 maybe the voice is calling you to simply give yourself a 
 break.  Take inspiration from Psalm 23 this afternoon and 
 literally go to a place near still water and see what the 
 earth says to you.  Or go home and watch  Babe  and  cry 
 because a simpler time seems so impossible right now. 

 Or if love is your entryway to God, do what you do in love. 
 Vote in love, protest in love, keep silent in love, sing in 
 love, laugh in love. Speak up for the voiceless in love. 

 We should remember, after all, that sheep are not quiet, 
 which you’ve certainly noticed. There’s a sort of 
 call-and-response at work as the shepherd leads the flock. 
 To respond to the voice of the shepherd, then, is not to 
 simply bow one’s head, but to talk back, to react with joy, 
 frustration, pain, or even just a simple ‘Amen - heard you!’ 

 If going through the motions is the best you can do these 
 days, use your voice and read Psalm 23 out loud when 
 you get home.  Or write your own story of redemption and 
 hope. 

 And as we say Amen today, next week, and every week, 
 let’s remember that it has been interpreted not just as 
 ‘right on!’ or ‘truly’, but also as ‘so be it’. Or in the Spanish, 
 using that ever dependable verb ‘ser’: Así sea.  May it be 



 thus.  In our darkest moments, our Amens express an “I 
 wish it were so,” an “If only,” that, believe it or not, is a 
 statement of faith and hope.  May goodness and mercy 
 follow us all, all the days of our lives.  Amen. 


