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      Many individuals who engage in writing often draw inspiration from their personal experiences or thorough research. In my case, I find my creative spark from the various lessons and encounters that life has presented me with. After experiencing the tragic loss of my beloved son, God urged me to document my thoughts, experiences, and emotions that He used to teach me during my grief. Though I was initially hesitant, as the idea of reliving the memories was emotionally draining, I ultimately made what I considered to be a brave decision, and retired in May of 2023 to embark on my writing journey. Through this process, I hope to honor my son's memory, share my story with others who may be experiencing similar circumstances, and honor God's urging to share.

      I must admit I should have embarked on this writing journey earlier. It has proved to be a revitalizing and enlightening experience for me. Within the pages of this book are my most significant and heartwarming memories and my most heart-wrenching events. The process of recollecting these events and experiences has been an arduous and emotionally charged task for me. In the most authentic way possible, I pour my musings onto paper; my emotions and flashbacks act as my guide, allowing me to share my story with you.

      However, I must caution you that if you have lost someone who chose not to live, reading this book may be difficult for you. Traumatic experiences have the potential to unfathomably impact our beliefs and faith, often leading us on a profound journey toward healing and recovery. It's crucial to approach this journey with the utmost care and emotional preparedness. Therefore, I strongly advise you to exercise restraint and ensure that you are emotionally ready before embarking on the first chapter of your journey toward healing. The description of what I went through when my son chose not to live and how it affected those around me may bring back memories of your own trauma.

      Dear reader, I would like to share with you that my personal account extends beyond the realm of sorrow and bereavement. Despite the anguish and affliction I endured, I gained solace and optimism through the teachings of God. This book is a tribute to the strength of faith and unwavering trust, particularly in the bleakest moments of my life. It narrates my journey toward finding happiness amidst my anguish and how it reinforced my belief in ways that exceeded my expectations. If you embark with me on this expedition, I assure you that you will find motivation and optimism in the ensuing pages. I would recommend that you take your time to peruse the text and allow yourself to digest the words and sentiments. Together, step by step, we can move forward with renewed vitality.

      Though I am and have been a licensed mental health professional and a pastor, the concepts in this book are not meant to substitute for therapy and are more an honest accounting of my experiences in the battle with my emotions and soul. It is a journey that recounts my travels through The Valley of the Shadow and the lessons God taught me along the way. It is not a self help book. Though the focus is on Psalm 23, it is not an exposition of the text, and we will dive into the Bible for many of the concepts and truths God revealed to me during my time of grief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            MONSTERS IN THE CLOSET

          

        

      

    

    
      On October 21st, 2020, my wife and I had just settled into bed at 9pm, as is our custom. I am the kind of guy that, as soon as the lights go out and my head hits the pillow, drifts quickly into deep sleep.

      Before this evening in October, the mere thought of being on call filled me with dread. During my tenure as a housekeeper at the local hospital, I worked in the operating room. As part of my duties, I was responsible for ensuring that the room was thoroughly cleaned and sanitized after each surgical procedure, preparing it for the subsequent surgery. During downtime, I also took it upon myself to sweep and sanitize the hallways and nurse's station. This allowed me to pursue Church-related activities during my nights and weekends. However, the job came with the mandatory requirement of being on call for three days every week. This meant that, should I get a call, I would need to go in and prepare the room for emergency surgery and clean and recover the room after the operation. In addition, I was also on call to turn over the labor and delivery room in case a woman gave birth after my working hours.

      In my previous profession as a licensed Marriage and Family Therapist, I was subjected to the challenging and crucial task of handling "Crisis Calls" as part of my complete licensure process. This mandatory responsibility entailed being on call for a week or a few days each month. I carried a dedicated phone with me during the days I was on call, ready to attend to any distressing situation that may arise.

      The crisis line was for anyone suffering a mental health crisis, such as wanting to end their life. As a professional, I have undergone extensive training and honed my expertise to evaluate the level of risk for callers and determine whether further assistance beyond our phone conversation was necessary. I was an integral member of the Crisis Team. I was always on call to meet with individuals in person to assess their needs and provide the required interventions. These meetings were thorough and could be lengthy, often lasting throughout the night, especially if hospitalization was deemed necessary. In such cases, we worked tirelessly to locate a suitable facility and arranged transportation to ensure our patients received the best possible care when needed. My commitment to my role was unwavering, and I always strived to provide the highest level of care to those in need.

      As an on-call worker, I handled two unique experiences efficiently, thanks to my strong work ethic and compassion towards others. It is in my very soul to want to lend a helping hand to those in need. However, the unpredictability of receiving a call in the wee hours of the night often resulted in feelings of anxiety. The uncertainty of whether or not I would be awakened by an urgent request for assistance was a constant source of worry. Whenever the phone rang, it would jolt me out of my peaceful slumber or pleasant dream and I would quickly dress and leave my home to attend to the matter at hand.

      The fear and anxiety I felt before going to bed often interfered with my ability to get a good night's sleep. I knew all too well that a phone call in the middle of the night usually meant bad news, and this thought weighed heavily on my mind. Fear that someone had died or that some terrible accident had occurred was an anxiety that I tried to keep buried deep in the region of my brain that seldom gets access.

      Throughout my adult life, I had this persistent notion that the middle of the night is when unfortunate incidents occur. It's a feeling that just lingers in my mind. You do know what they say about babies being born in the wee hours of the morning? “The baby picks the time of its birth, not you.” It's totally accurate! Seems like 2am is a popular time for those little ones to make their grand entrance. I guess it just goes to show that childbirth can be pretty unpredictable! I had to wake up, attend to my work duties, and clean up the mess.

      On multiple occasions, I was awoken in the wee hours of the night by phone calls that ultimately proved unimportant and resulted from a misunderstanding of time zones. Truth be told, I had never gotten a call in the middle of the night that someone had died or had been in a terrible accident, so I don’t know why the anxiety and fear persisted.

      I don’t think that I am the only negative nelly out there. It is highly likely that a certain degree of apprehension resides within each person, perhaps profoundly ingrained within their psyche and frequently overlooked, that bad news will surprise them. The latent thought and anxiety have the potential to resurface unexpectedly, often in the form of late-night phone calls that elicit an abrupt jolt of surprise. The idea, which is usually buried deep within our subconscious, fuels the fright we have when the phone rings and slips out of its dungeon cell, running to our frontal lobe to wreak havoc. Once the call is answered, and you realize it is not your deepest fear come to life, the terror monster retreats to his pit, and typically, the anxiety subsides and is pushed to the back of the mind. Depending on the situation, we may continue with our previous activities, snoring away, or experience a deep sense of relief upon conversing with the person on the other end of the line.

      Over the years, to avoid unnecessary disruptions at night, my cell phone service provider made a feature that would allow me to silence all phone calls and text messages with exceptions. It lets my “favorite” contacts on the list ring through. They were my immediate family and a few very close friends. This feature allowed me to rest easy, knowing I would not miss an important call in the middle of the night but silence all the others. After 9pm, my bedtime, only calls from my favorites would be allowed to activate my phone.

      That night, October 21st, 2020, having just begun to enter “La La Land,” I was startled awake by the phone ringing. The first thing I did was turn on the lamp. I sleep with a CPAP, so this routine is pretty familiar to me. First, I had to turn off the CPAP machine, untie my mask, then answer the phone. I noticed that the time was 9:03pm and that the caller ID on my phone said it was my youngest son, Jonah. The fear monster retreated quickly because it was only 9:03pm, and all my boys had a three-hour time difference. It wasn’t the middle of the night for me, and I had not spoken with Jonah in some time, so I was excited to talk with him. He travels a lot for his job, so it would be good to catch up.

      I answered his call with a cheerful greeting, "Hello buddy, what's going on?" He answered my question with the words, "Dad, Matthew is gone." But the news he shared with me left me dumbfounded and confused. I don’t know if it was my grogginess or the actual words, but for some reason, I was incoherent, and my first inclination was to have him repeat it so that I could hear him correctly. My response as I rose from the bed was, “What?”

      “What,” because, like I said, I did not think I heard correctly and seemed to be in a fog. He did not take my “What?” question as a request to repeat himself and responded only, “I’m sorry, Dad.” I quickly said, “No, Jonah, I did not understand what you said.”

      “Matthew is gone,” he repeated, and they came through crystal clear.

      Like a ton of bricks, those three words crushed me and I felt like my mind had exploded momentarily. Even though I guess I had heard clearly the first time, I couldn't believe what had just been said. Looking back, I realize I was in denial and didn't want to accept the harsh reality. I wailed aloud, “NO!” and fell to my knees with tears rushing over my eyelids like a dam had just burst. My wife just looked at me in shock. She knew whatever had happened, it was not good. “I’m so sorry, Dad,” Jonah repeated, I think. I was drowning in my fear, the fear monster was loosed and I was overwhelmed with the most despicable and painful emotions I had ever experienced. “What?” I said, “What happened, and how do you know he is gone?”

      Matthew's son was set to be dropped off to him for his week, but his ex-wife ran into a problem. The garage, which is how she usually entered the house, was shut down, leaving her unable to access the home. She tried multiple times to call, as did Matthew's brothers and mother, but he was not responding to any of their calls. The situation left everyone involved feeling frustrated and concerned about his well-being. They had called the police to come and do a wellness check. The police entered the premises and found Matthew lifeless on his bed from an apparent gunshot wound.

      I am uncertain if what I penned down precisely portrays the dialogue from that particular evening; the entire interaction was blurry, and I felt disoriented and bewildered. What I recollect may have been influenced by the information I acquired in the subsequent weeks, but there is no gainsaying that it was the most dreadful day of my existence.

      The experience of receiving such devastating news stays with a person forever. It's a moment that shakes the foundation of your being, leaving you feeling lost and confused. I remember the weight of my phone in my hand, pressing against my ear as I braced myself for more information, so much so that I thought my phone might melt into my brain. When the news finally came, the world around me went dark and blurry again. The only thing I could feel was a deep sadness, loss, and an overwhelming emptiness that seemed to consume me. It was as if I was caught in a never-ending tsunami of emotions, struggling to stay afloat as the pain repeatedly washed over me. Even now, the details of that phone call are hazy and fragmented, lost amid the tears and anguished cries that escaped my lips. It was a moment that changed my life forever; a turning point I will never forget.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Matthew David Cole

      

      

      I have three sons from my first wife, to whom I was married for twenty-seven years. The oldest, Harry Shelton III (Moses), the middle child, Matthew David, and my youngest boy, Jonah Christopher. Matthew was forty-three years old when he chose not to live. Throughout this book, I will not use the word suicide. I have not responded to anyone who asked how he died and that he “committed suicide.” Truth is, it has become a rule with associated press and other media to only say “committed suicide” when authorities say it and they are quoting the source. They are instructed to say, “killed himself,” or “took his own life.” The reasoning is that “commit” with the word “suicide” might imply a criminal act. Though, federally, suicide is not a crime, many states still have statutes making taking one’s own life a crime. He simply chose not to live.

      When my son, Matthew, was around six months old, we decided to go to an ice cream shop to indulge in scrumptious cones. Being an attentive parent, I let him have a taste of my ice cream, but he appeared uncertain at first. I carefully held the cone up to his tiny lips, and to my surprise, he dove right in, putting his adorable face directly into the ice cream. Despite shivering from the cold, he relished the flavor and kept eating. However, shortly after we left the shop, Matt's face turned redder than a beet and he began experiencing an allergic reaction to the ice cream. Later on, we discovered that he had severe allergies to dairy and eggs and he was also diagnosed with asthma, which made us even more vigilant about our food choices.

      Caring for Matt's allergies and asthma was quite a challenging responsibility that we took on with great care and attention. Despite our best efforts, Matt would often experience reactions triggered by various allergens, which made it difficult to ensure his safety and well-being. To help keep him safe and prevent him from consuming anything that contained eggs or dairy, we created a unique t-shirt for him to wear at the church nursery. The shirt had a clear message that read, "PLEASE DO NOT FEED ME ANYTHING" to ensure he didn't accidentally ingest anything that could trigger an allergic reaction.

      However, avoiding eggs and dairy in everyday products proved difficult as they are commonly used ingredients in many food items. We had to be extra vigilant and carefully read all food labels before purchasing them to ensure they didn't contain any allergens that could harm Matt. Despite the challenges, Matt adapted well to his new dietary restrictions. The kid ate Cheerios with water on them. Cheeseless pizza? No problem. His mother modified recipes to make cakes without eggs or dairy.

      Despite all our efforts, Matt's condition did not improve and we continued to face challenges keeping him safe and healthy. We remained determined to explore all possible options and solutions to ensure that Matt was well cared for and received the best treatment for his allergies and asthma.

      Matthew was about eighteen months old when he had a severe asthma attack and was rushed to the base hospital in Homestead, Florida. I arrived and went to see my boy, only to find that they had a plastic bubble over his head, pumping in what I guessed was oxygen and aerosol medication in the form of puffs of smoke-like vapor. He was struggling desperately for each breath he took. His chest was sunken so much that I believed my fist would fit perfectly in the space. When he saw me enter the room, he tried to say, “Daddy,” but got the “Da” out and gasped for another breath. I was worried and upset but terrified when the doctor took my wife and me aside and said, “I am afraid that we cannot handle this. We do not have the equipment to sustain his life if he gets any worse. I am transferring him to Miami Children’s Hospital intensive care unit.”

      I was beside myself, crying, praying, and pleading that God would take my life instead of his. Matthew made it through the treatment and was assigned a pulmonologist to ascertain what was happening. One of the first things that the doctor wanted to do was a sweat test. He said that he wanted to rule out cystic fibrosis. Panic and fear turned to terror. We were acquainted with that disease. A couple we knew, friends of ours at church, had a baby daughter with cystic fibrosis and they had told us all about it. This was 1978; if he was lucky, he might live until his twenties, but the prognosis was terminal for people with this disease. The doctor scheduled the test, and we prayed. The test came back “inconclusive,” so he ordered another test a week later. Again, we prayed. The church prayed. Our family prayed. The test again came back “inconclusive.” The doctor was unsatisfied with the maybes and ordered another test to get something more definitive. You guessed it, the prayers went up, and we had as many people praying as possible. Did I doubt it? Sometimes. Did I pray still? You bet. The test finally returned negative, and we were relieved that God had spared our son from this dreaded disease.

      The journey was still in progress. For years after I left the military, went to Bible college, and eventually into ministry, Matthew struggled. When he was still a small child, he had to have breathing treatments twice daily, followed by CPT (chest pounding therapy). Sounds awful, but we cupped our hands after his breathing treatment and patted Matt on both sides of his back and chest for a set amount of time. I assume it did not hurt him, but was designed to loosen up any fluid in his lungs. Though there were anxious times in his first years of life, I thanked God daily for letting him stay with us a little longer.

      Matthew's strength improved each year thanks to treatment, medication, and prayer. Over time, he noticed a decreased sensitivity to allergens and better control over his symptoms. He even played sports with enthusiasm and minimal interference from asthma.

      While writing this book, I nearly omitted this part of our journey. However, I realized God had spared my son and blessed me with forty-three years of loving him. We must cherish our time rather than dwell on what we may have missed.

      Matthew was a remarkable man and an exceptional father who made a lasting impression during his time on Earth. His innate skill for fixing things was evident from a young age. I can still recall him salvaging items from the trash and tirelessly working to repair them. While he wasn't always successful, his resourcefulness and determination never ceased to amaze me.

      Moreover, Matthew's faith in God was a significant aspect of his life. As a Christian, I believe in instilling the same values in my children. Therefore, I insisted that each of my boys attend a Christian college for their first year on their own. Matthew spent a year at Bible College before enlisting in the Air Force. He served for four years, specializing in information technology and computer repair. Whenever I inquired about his satisfaction with his choices and whether it was aligned with God's will, Matthew always responded affirmatively. He spent his entire military tenure stationed at the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) in Colorado.

      He left the military and worked for Lockheed Martin in computer maintenance as a supervisor of a section. I was happy he was not in the military when the Gulf War broke out. However, he was offered a job with Raytheon to go to Iraq and work on computer networking just after the Gulf War. Although he worked in the “Green Zone,” bombings were still taking place, so I was a little afraid for him. At the end of a year in Iraq, Matthew was ready to come home. I believe he said it was the joint coalition forces or some other group who offered him an opportunity to spend a second year there for an incredible amount of money. He did not think about it long and accepted the extension. It was a little rough on me. I watched the news daily and heard about the bombing and violence in Matt's area. He could call me, fortunately. The company issued him a satellite phone to stay in touch.

      Later, he worked for Microsoft as a troubleshooting engineer. With his security clearance, working for Raytheon, he was sent worldwide to military installations to fix problems that no one else could. I am proud of all my children, but I was very proud of Matt.

      The passing of Matthew has left a deep void in the hearts of his loved ones and friends. He was an extraordinary person and a devoted father who will always be remembered for his remarkable skills when it came to fixing things and his passion for restoring discarded items he found in the trash. Although it may sound repetitive, I want to emphasize that Matthew's ingenuity never ceases to amaze his mother and me. We were always proud of his mechanical skills and ability to give old and forgotten objects new life.

      Above all, Matthew's proudest achievement was being a devoted and loving father to his son, Garrett. He treasured his role as a dad and was always there for his son, providing him with guidance and unconditional love. Matthew has a special place in our hearts, and his legacy will continue through his son and the countless others he touched during his time on Earth. He will always be remembered as a kind, compassionate, and remarkable individual who made a significant difference.

      Raising children as a preacher can be a challenging experience. My kids had to cope with many obstacles that came with being in the public eye. PKs (preacher’s kids) were always under the scrutiny of the church members. The constant observation and expectations of people in the church and community can be stressful for any child. Even though I did my utmost to protect them from these pressures, my son must have faced some challenges during his teenage years.

      Outside of that, he was molested in his pre-teens by another member of the church. This was a traumatic event for him and the family as we navigated how and what to do with it. Though Matthew had some counseling, the therapist was not a good fit, and he quit. In talking with him, he assured me that he would be okay. Years later, I found out he still struggled with the trauma, which continued to affect him later.

      Life is hard, and Matthew, in his work and being in Iraq and Afghanistan, I am sure, contributed to his depressive symptoms and PTSD. He struggled with depression and was on and off medication over the years. I believe it was the opioid pain relievers that he got into that slowly interfered with everything in his life, spiritually and physically. Addiction is an evil predisposition with only one objective, like the devil: to destroy the body and nullify the power of God and the love of God in a person’s life.

      As I said before, Matthew was a fixer. There wasn’t a problem he could not solve. We will discuss this later in the book, but suffice it to say, if something needed to be fixed or corrected, Matthew did his homework and had a God-given ability to find a way.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        He is all you need

      

      

      Upon the death of anyone, especially a child, we find ourselves overwhelmed by our emotions and trauma. It is crucial to take a step back and give ourselves the time and space we need to heal. One way to do this is to pray and entrust our pain and sorrow to God. In doing so, we can find comfort and strength in His love, pick up the pieces, and move forward. Perfect answer, right? Pray. Well, that really isn’t as easy as it seems. We will discuss it later, but prayers can be uttered without saying a word. Maintaining a steadfast belief in the constant presence of God can be challenging. However, it is an essential reminder that can help us navigate life's twists and turns with more clarity and purpose. By acknowledging God's guidance, we can gain fresh perspectives and insights into His character, love, grace, and mercy that we may have overlooked before. The words of Corrie ten Boom perfectly capture this sentiment: "You may never know that Jesus is all you need until Jesus is all you have." Even though we may not always find the answers we seek, we can trust that God is leading us toward a deeper understanding of ourselves and His love for us. Stick with me, and together we can continue to explore the wonders of God's grace and guidance.

      As individuals, we often avoid shadows as they obstruct our vision and impede our ability to make sound judgments. These concealed corners of our world can instill a sense of unease and isolation, shrouding the unknown in an enigma and arousing anxiety and loneliness. The Valley, in particular, frequently evokes an indescribable sadness. In The Valley of the Shadow of Death, fear looms large and intimidating. Nevertheless, we must stay alert in managing these fears since they never truly disappear, even if we try to ignore them. When confronted with a trigger connected to these hidden fears, they suddenly materialize from the shadows, catching us off guard and leaving us feeling exposed and defenseless. Nonetheless, by accepting and confronting our fears, we can conquer them and emerge more resilient. We can usually beat them back to the dungeon of "never gonna happen," but that’s not a permanent solution.

      The Psalmist's guidance is invaluable, especially in times of difficulty and fear. Through his comforting words, such as "Thou art with me," and other scriptural passages that speak to God's enduring presence and protection, we are reminded that we are never alone, no matter what trials we face. The metaphorical Valley of the Shadow of Death is a poignant reminder of our temporary nature and existence in this life and His divine and eternal presence. It is a powerful symbol of our ability to find solace in the knowledge that we are always protected and guided, no matter what challenges may come our way. With the Psalmist's wisdom to guide us, we can move forward with purpose and confidence, knowing that we are, indeed, never alone, no matter what happens to us in this life.

      In the late 1800s, Horatio Spafford, a successful lawyer and property investor, faced a series of tragic events that eventually inspired him to pen the hymn, It Is Well with My Soul. In 1871, his four-year-old son died, and he suffered a significant financial collapse due to the Great Chicago Fire. Two years later, Spafford faced another setback when the economic downturn of 1873 dealt him a blow. Despite these hardships, Spafford remained committed to his faith and had planned to travel to England with his family on the SS Ville du Havre to assist D.L. Moody's evangelistic campaigns. However, zoning issues related to the fire forced him to postpone his trip. Spafford's wife and children went ahead without him.

      Tragically, the ship sank after colliding with another vessel, Loch Earn, and all four of Spafford's daughters lost their lives. His wife, Anna, survived and sent him a telegram with the heartbreaking message "Saved alone…". Upon receiving this news, Spafford was filled with grief and found solace in his faith. As he traveled to meet Anna, he was inspired to write the touching lyrics to It Is Well with My Soul, later set to music by P.P. Bliss. The hymn was renamed Ville du Havre after the ship that claimed the lives of Spafford's daughters, and it remains a testament to his enduring faith in the face of overwhelming adversity.

      I memorized Psalm 23 when I was in Vacation Bible School—my gold sticker for completing the week—and I have never forgotten the words. I realized I never fully understood this verse until I was in that Valley of the Shadow of Death when my son chose not to live. I buried my parents and even preached at my mother's funeral. I was grieving, and I mourned them but, to my recollection, never entered a valley. What was the difference? How do you handle the death of a child? I can only try to relate one father's experience and the instruction I received, hoping it might be a blessing and help to others. How did Horatio Spafford deal with the death of his children and remain close to God and able to pen these words to the hymn It Is Well with my Soul?

      Refrain

      It is well, (it is well),

      With my soul, (with my soul)

      It is well, it is well, with my soul.

      Though Satan should buffet, though trials should come,

      Let this blest assurance control,

      That Christ has regarded my helpless estate,

      And hath shed His own blood for my soul.

      My sin, oh, the bliss of this glorious thought!

      My sin, not in part but the whole,

      Is nailed to the cross, and I bear it no more,

      Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul!

      For me, be it Christ, be it Christ hence to live:

      If Jordan above me shall roll,

      No pang shall be mine, for in death as in life,

      Thou wilt whisper Thy peace to my soul.

      But Lord, 'tis for Thee, for Thy coming we wait,

      The sky, not the grave, is our goal;

      Oh, trump of the angel! Oh, voice of the Lord!

      Blessed hope, blessed rest of my soul.

      And Lord, haste the day when the faith shall be sight,

      The clouds be rolled back as a scroll;

      The trump shall resound, and the Lord shall descend,

      A song in the night, oh my soul!

      "A song in the night, oh my soul" (last line) was changed to "Even so, it is well with my soul".

      November 22, 2023, marked the 150th Anniversary of the Hymn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        “The Lord”

      

      

      In chapter 23 of the book of Psalms, we are presented with a beautiful and profound passage where David shares his personal experience as a shepherd. David said, “The Lord” (in the Hebrew pronounced Adonai) and defined it as the person with the right, power, and authority to command you. However, the word is written as Yhwh (Yahweh). Still, writers thought the name too holy to say aloud and put the vowel points for Adonai on the consonants to remind them to speak Adonai instead of Yahweh.

      In this passage, David emphasizes that the Lord, his God, is not just any shepherd but HIS shepherd. This means that David had a personal relationship with the Lord and trusted Him to provide for his every need. However, this relationship is not exclusive to David; we can all relate to it and consider the Lord OUR shepherd. It is crucial to reflect on whether we, too, have a personal relationship with the Lord and trust Him to provide us with the fundamental necessities of life, just as a shepherd would provide his flock with food and water to survive and stay healthy. The Lord takes on the responsibility of providing for us, and we must acknowledge and appreciate this relationship.

      Throughout the changing seasons, it was imperative for the Shepherd to carefully guide the flock toward verdant and nourishing pastures. Left to their own devices, the sheep could quickly become disoriented and eventually perish from starvation. The shepherd diligently ensured that the flock arrived at their intended destination, which included a trustworthy and protected water source to sate their thirst.

      The role of a shepherd encompasses a range of vital duties, each of which requires skill, dedication, and a deep sense of responsibility. At the core of this role is providing care for the flock, which involves ensuring they have access to nourishing food and clean water, protecting them from harmful predators and poisonous plants, and creating a safe environment where they can thrive. The shepherds who watched over their flocks by night at Jesus's birth exemplify this sense of vigilance, working tirelessly to keep their charges safe from harm.

      In addition to providing for the basic needs of the flock, the shepherd is also responsible for defending them with unwavering courage and diligence. This often means putting their safety on the line to protect their sheep from predators, using tools such as rods and slings to fend off attacks. The shepherd's bravery and quick reflexes are essential to ensuring the flock's safety, and he must remain alert to the ever-present risk of danger.

      Finally, caring for the health and well-being of a flock is a vital responsibility that a shepherd cannot afford to ignore. It requires a deep understanding of the matter and a wealth of expertise to quickly identify and treat injuries, infections, and illnesses. The shepherd employs a range of remedies to alleviate wounds and prevent insect infestation while also meticulously wrapping injuries to prevent further harm. The shepherd's unwavering dedication to the flock's welfare is unmatched, as they tend to each member with the utmost care and attention as if they were their beloved children. It is a noble and selfless task that demands the highest level of commitment and expertise, and the shepherd rises to the challenge with grace and fortitude.

      The profound words spoken by David serve as a touching reminder of the vital role that our Lord, the masterful shepherd, plays in our lives. Jesus is our constant protector and guardian, who watches over us tirelessly, especially during the most challenging moments of our lives. His unwavering presence shields us from harm and disappointment. He remains vigilant against any potential threats that may endanger our well-being. His infinite wisdom provides comfort, protection, sustenance, and healing, particularly during grief and pain. Above all, we must never forget that God is with us, guiding us through every obstacle that we face in life. His divine presence is a constant source of strength and courage, giving us the determination to overcome every adversity we encounter.

      I was faced with my worst nightmare when the monstrous thought of losing a child was finally realized. Waves of intense emotions washed over me, leaving me drained and exhausted. Though I desperately wanted to uncover some solution or explanation, my mind was completely blank and devoid of valuable insights. Even as I frantically searched for a glimmer of hope, the situation remained bleak and utterly hopeless.

      As a sheep, it can be easy to get caught up in the day-to-day busyness of life and forget about the one who is tirelessly providing, protecting, and healing me. Despite my occasional forgetfulness, I know that my Shepherd is always there, guiding and directing me toward the best path for me. His love and care along the way is evident. He leads me through life's hills and valleys. Even when the course seems long and complicated, I must trust His wisdom and good intentions for the flock and me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “… is My Shepherd.”

      

      

      The Psalmist made this personalized distinction that I would like to point out. He said, “The Lord is MY shepherd.” David was not a perfect man. In fact, I would dare say that he committed just about every sin you could think of. David lied. He deceived others. The king manipulated people. He lusted after a woman. He committed adultery. He murdered a man. He was a man. How could someone who had committed so many sins be favored by God?

      At the end of the day, it is not about your sin but what you do with it. It isn’t about what someone else can do, but what God can do. David had a personal relationship with his God. David knew what was on God’s heart, and he knew how to approach a holy and righteous redeemer when he missed God’s mark. David knew and was in love with God.

      Having a personal relationship and kinship with God will not afford you an easy life and will not match your human expectations, but it will offer deliverance in times of need, help in times of trouble, and redemption when it’s time to die.

      David was looking forward, as old testament saints were, to the coming of the Messiah. In fact, Jesus was from the lineage of David. “And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out of his roots: And the spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD;” Isaiah 11:1-2. In eternity past, God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit agreed that the redemption of mankind must be accomplished by the sinless Son of God becoming a man and dying on the cross of Calvary once and for all for sin.

      This free gift was given by God so that none need perish and that all who received this free gift would have life everlasting together with God in Heaven. Jesus paid the price for our sin. The free gift is offered to all. Believe this and turn from what you are trusting in for your life and redemption and trust what Jesus did for you on the cross and you will be saved. It really is that simple. He spoke for himself, had a personal, intimate relationship with God, and called him “MY Shepherd.” David related to God and his goodness, provision, help, and care for us like he cared for his father’s sheep when he was a boy and shepherd over his father’s flock. Psalm 23 is an intimate confession, prayer, and praise of a personal God and David’s relationship with Him.

      I have a question: “Is the Lord your Shepherd?” Can you make Psalm 23 yours? If not, you can continue to read and find helpful information. However, it is a personal journey you are on, as am I. One that can be done alone, but why? God wants to be your shepherd. He wants to have an intimate relationship with you, like with David. Like he had with my son Matthew. If you are ready to, by faith, accept the free gift of salvation, stop right here and pray this prayer with me.

      “Dear Lord Jesus, I come before you with a humble heart, seeking your forgiveness for my sins. I invite you to be my Lord and Savior and surrender my life to you. With your guidance through the power of the Holy Spirit, I will follow the path you have set out for me. I am grateful for your saving grace, and I thank you for answering my prayer and saving me now. Amen”

      My shepherd is a master at His craft, and I know I can rely on Him to show me the way. He is a good and kind shepherd who never leaves us alone. No matter what happens, I believe He will always bring good out of evil. His presence is a constant source of comfort and security for me. I am so grateful for His unwavering care and protection.

      Charles Spurgeon wrote, “I like to recall the fact that this psalm was written by David, probably when he was a king. He had been a shepherd, and he was not ashamed of his former occupation.”

      “It has charmed more griefs to rest than all the philosophy of the world. It has remanded to their dungeon more felon thoughts, more black doubts, more thieving sorrows, than there are sands on the sea-shore. It has comforted the noble host of the poor. It has sung courage to the army of the disappointed. It has poured balm and consolation into the heart of the sick, of captives in dungeons, of widows in their pinching griefs, of orphans in their loneliness. Dying soldiers have died easier as it was read to them; ghastly hospitals have been illuminated; it has visited the prisoner, and broken his chains, and, like Peter’s angel, led him forth in imagination, and sung him back to his home again. It has made the dying Christian slave freer than his master, and consoled those whom, dying, he left behind mourning, not so much that he was gone, as because they were left behind, and could not go, too.” (Henry Ward Beecher, cited by Charles Spurgeon)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “I Don't Understand”

      

      

      He knows and feels what we are going through. The pain and loss were fully experienced by God the Father and God the Son. We grieve as He did and are spared little in the event of death.

      In this time of grief and suffering, God is with us as we travel the path and never leaves us alone. It is at this time we need to trust Him truly. It is easy to have faith in God when things are going well, but it is not when things are going well that we need Him the most. Regardless of the circumstances that befall us, trusting God and His plan in everything is crucial. It is not easy, but it is necessary and will bear fruit.

      His will and purpose are not revealed to us, but the process is sure. We falter when we have expectations of God, or anyone, without concrete boundaries. God’s timing and purpose are His, and we cycle back to faith and trust that God’s plan, even in grief, is working together for our good.

      Though I had read it all many years ago, none of the above wisdom came to mind during my journey through The Valley. The overwhelming situation had taken its toll on me, leaving me completely drained and exhausted. My wife was there, trying her best to offer assistance, but we both felt lost and unsure of what to do. That night, I found myself pacing back and forth, my mind racing with thoughts of uncertainty and fear. It was well past 1am when we finally retired to bed, but sleep eluded me. I felt helpless, unable to shake the unease that had settled over me. Despite my doubts and fears, I closed my eyes and whispered a prayer that I had been repeating since 9pm. "God, I just don't understand." At that moment, all I could do was hope for clarity and guidance to see me through. There were no answers but He made me lie down, and sleep came.

    

  

OEBPS/images/valley-ornament-break-sRGB-640-70.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



