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"Surely â�� magnificent, that 'surely' â�� goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, my
life, forever." This is the end of John Updike's poem that is printed in the cover of our bulletin.

'Surely' is a word taken from Psalm 23. It is a word of certainty, affirmation, assertion. It is a word without
shadows, doubts or controversies. It is also a word expressing hope and a deeply rooted desire. In times of so
much uncertainty, 'surely' might sound awkward. Considering our complexities and ambiguities, 'surely' might
seem inappropriate.

Although we live in a world that is in constant process of changing, and we ourselves are not excluded, still
we do have some certainties. There are certain values or concepts we are so convinced about, that we do not
even consider different alternatives. And many times, those certainties are what hold us throughout life. I
believe this is the perspective taken by the Psalmist and John Updike when writing, 'surely'.

What is the Psalmist sure of?

He is sure of God's presence. And this presence is expressed through the image of the Good Shepherd; the one
who takes us by our hand and guides us through the darkest valleys in our lives. The one who doesn't give up
on us.

We might doubt God's presence in our lives in face of suffering and death. We might feel that if God is
present, God should deliver us from catastrophes, accidents, swine flu, wars, illnesses and pain. That is an
utilitarian way of relating to God. Followers of Jesus Christ can never understand God as the eradicator of
suffering nor as a talisman against personal pain. God is the one who accompanies us through the valleys.
There are many valleys to be crossed, many shadows, even shadows of death, to be endured. But the Good
Shepherd remains our promise and hope.

"Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me," says
Psalm 23. Rabbi Harold Kushner, best known for his book When Bad Things Happen to Good People,
comments: 'The psalmist is not saying, "I will fear no evil because evil only happens to people who deserve
it." He's saying, "This is a scary, out-of-control world, but it doesn't scare me, because I know that God is on
my sideâ�¦ God is on my side, not on the side of the illness, or the accident, or the terrible thing that
happened. And that's enough to give me confidence." And he concludes by saying, 'The twenty-third Psalm is
the answer to the question, "How do you live in a dangerous, unpredictable, frightening world?"'

To accept that we are held by a loving God throughout life gives us a different perspective before any type of
experience. God holds us with deep tenderness and care, completely present.

But many times when we are hurt by life, we get stuck in "the valley of the shadow of death" and don't realize
the presence of God holding us. We don't know how to find our way out.

Have you been stuck in "the valley of the shadow"?

We may get stuck when we feel guilty. Guilty for not having done something that could have changed
somebody else's life and we missed the chance. Guilty for having received opportunities, but still unable to
properly help those we love and whom in some way we have left behind. Guilty for being alive when so many
people die for different reasons. Guilty for having lied once and for not being able to break the cycle of lies.
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We may get stuck when we are afraid. Afraid of loving someone and loosing her or him. Afraid of being
loved and then abandoned. Afraid of loosing stability even when stability means frustration. Afraid of facing
challenges that will help us to move forward. Afraid of getting sick. Afraid of dying.

We may get stuck when we don't forgive, both ourselves and others. When we don't recognize we need
forgiveness. When we have hated for so long that hate has become an unperceived company.

How can we find our way out? That is the role of God. The role of God is not to explain or justify but to
comfort and to hold us; to find us when we are living in darkness, in the shadow, to take us by the hand and
show us how to find our way into the sunlight again, says Rabbi Kushner.

Sometimes the shining light, the exit, is not visible for a moment. We need to hold on to the certainty that "the
Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want." God leads us beside still waters and restores our soul.

And then, surely goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives, our lives, forever.
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