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Praise for


The Shepherd’s Song


“Authors Betsy Duffey and Laurie Myers will engage your heart as you follow Kate McConnell’s handwritten copy of Psalm 23 on its journey through the lives of twelve heart-sick people before landing back in the hands of the son for whom it was originally intended. Fast-paced, without rushing their readers, they skillfully bring into view the Good Shepherd, who is able to strengthen the weak, bind up the injured, and bring back the lost (Ezekiel 34:4–6). This book claims to tell of twelve changed lives. Make that thirteen—mine.”


—Jani Ortlund, author of Fearlessly Feminine and His Loving Law, Our Lasting Legacy, and executive vice president of Renewal Ministries


“The Shepherd’s Song is a powerful collection of stories interconnected by a single force that has power and strength. Read this fascinating book as seemingly disparate lives are interconnected, not by chance, but by a singular expression of a powerful portion of the Word of God. Prepare for your life to be blessed as you read this wonderful book.”


—Frank S. Page, PhD, president and CEO of the Southern Baptist Convention Executive Committee


“The Shepherd’s Song is about an uncommon piece of paper whose travel encircles the globe, providentially changing lives—including the reader’s. The message is sutured into the reader’s psyche by the masterful use of metaphors, irony, and a never-ending roller coaster of emotions. This single fabric of short stories would make a great movie by an all-star cast.”


—Stanley D. Williams, PhD, film producer-director and author of The Moral Premise: Harnessing Virtue and Vice for Box Office Success
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So is my word that goes out from my mouth:


It will not return to me empty,


but will accomplish what I desire


and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.


—ISAIAH 55:11 NIV




The Shepherd’s Song Psalm 23


The LORD is my shepherd;


I shall not want.


He makes me lie down in green pastures.


He leads me beside still waters.


He restores my soul.


He leads me in paths of righteousness


for his name’s sake.


Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,


I will fear no evil,


for you are with me;


your rod and your staff,


they comfort me.


You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;


you anoint my head with oil;


my cup overflows.


Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me


all the days of my life,


and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever.
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KATE MCCONNELL opened her eyes. Where was she? There were bright lights above her. Movement. The sound of a siren wailing.


She closed her eyes and opened them again, hoping somehow this all would go away. It didn’t.


An ambulance. She was in an ambulance.


What had happened?


A man’s voice called out behind her. “Female, age about forty-five, multiple injuries. BP: ninety over sixty. Pulse: one-forty. Respirations: twenty-five, short and shallow.”


Each bump and jolt of the ambulance brought pain, crushing pain in her chest and stabs of pain down her right leg. Kate tried to grab her chest, but her arms were strapped down. She shivered uncontrollably. Her blue sweater and pants were covered in something wet—gooey and wet. Blood. He was talking about her.


A brief memory came—her car sliding on the slick road, the sound of breaking glass and crunching metal. A car accident. Panic rose in her chest. She had been in an accident.


The newspaper would later say it was the worst traffic accident ever on that section of I-95 between Washington, D.C., and Baltimore—twenty-five cars, six semis, and one bus. The temperature Thursday had been fifty-five degrees, a beautiful day. Then, Friday, it fell to thirty-one, unusual for October. A sudden snowstorm dropped more than two inches of snow in just ten minutes, creating whiteout conditions that took everyone by surprise, including the drivers on I-95.


The voice behind her continued its calm clinical assessment. “In and out of consciousness. Possible head injuries.”


“Help,” she whispered. Each breath was raw. There wasn’t enough air. Dizziness swept over her. She tried again. “Help.”


“Hold on. Try to stay awake.” A young man leaned over her, making eye contact. His voice was calm, but she saw fear in his eyes.


She tried to nod but couldn’t.


“Be still; we’re on the way to the hospital.”


Everything in her wanted to fight free of the straps and the stretcher, but she couldn’t even move her head. Pain radiated from her chest and leg.


The voice began again. “Bleeding profusely from a gash in right leg—looks like an open fracture. Possible internal injuries.”


For a few seconds there was silence, the only sound the hum of tires on the road.


“Will do. We’ll be there in five to eight minutes, depending on traffic.”


What had happened? Kate remembered her morning, speeding from one activity to the next, pushing her old station wagon to the point where it shook. An early-morning run to the grocery store, then back home, then a twenty-mile drive to deliver dinner to a friend who was recuperating from surgery, then a stop to drop off the dry cleaning, then five more things on her to-do list. Then the snow had started.


The cleaner’s. She had been trying to get back to the dry cleaner’s, but for what?


She felt a hand on her forehead, and she opened her eyes. The young man’s face came into view again. His nervous eyes studied her.


“What’s your name?”


She tried to focus. Her name?


“Kate . . . McConnell.” She gasped out each word.


“Your birthday?”


She tried to come up with the answer, but it was too confusing. Tears welled up.


“It’s all right. Just stay with me.”


“What hap—?” She wanted to finish the sentence but could not.


“You were in a car accident on the interstate.” He held her arm, feeling for a pulse. “There was a pile-up. It’s a mess out there.”


Her mouth opened and closed with a question unasked. She wanted to say the words, but nothing came out.


“Matt,” she finally gasped out the name of her son. “John.” Her husband.


“No one was with you in the car. Just rest and stay calm. We’ve got you.”


She could feel the sway of the ambulance as it passed other cars. The voice faded in and out. She closed her eyes.


A new thought came. She might die. Would it be like this, the end? So fast? With so much undone?


Kate’s mind drifted back and forth, weaving in and out of the events of the past week.


“I don’t think my life matters,” she had told a friend. “I’ve been a Christian for almost twenty-five years, and I haven’t accomplished anything. I can’t point to one single person that I’ve had an impact on, even in my own family.”


“Of course you have. You serve on the church worship committee, you deliver meals every week to people in need, and you’re always writing down scriptures for people.”


“But are those the important things?” Kate had asked. “Do those things matter?”


John. He mattered. And Matt.


“Oh, Mom,” she could hear Matt say. “You don’t believe all that stuff.”


Matt, who had drifted away from faith when he’d started college, now refused to go to church at all.


She couldn’t get through to him.


Was she really dying?


Someone lifted her eyelid. It was the young man. He looked closely into her eye, as if he was examining her soul.


“Stay with me now.”


She felt the ambulance sway, then the jolt of a sharp turn.


“Help,” Kate gasped again as pain stabbed through her side.


“Stay with me.”


A wave of dizziness. Then nothing.





JOHN MCCONNELL hovered over the documents on his desk, every ounce of attention focused on the case before him. Behind him shelves and shelves of legal books reached to the ceiling.


“Mr. McConnell. A phone call, line three.” His secretary spoke from the doorway.


“I said to hold all calls.” He continued scanning the document.


“I know, but . . .”


“I am well aware that we all need to get out of here.”


From his twelfth-floor office he had been watching the snow fall. Two inches piled up on his windowsill, and reports of accidents had begun popping up on the Internet.


“Did you finish those edits on the Johnson case?” he asked.


He tried to refocus his attention on the work before him. It was complicated, and now his concentration was broken.


“It’s the hospital.”


He looked up. Her pale face and wide eyes shattered his calm. A ripple of fear grabbed his stomach. Something terrible had happened. He knew it. He fumbled for a moment with the receiver, then got it to his mouth with shaking hands.


“This is John McConnell.”


“This is Metropolitan Medical Center. We have an emergency vehicle on the way.”


“Is he all right?” John’s voice went up in pitch. His mind was filled with thoughts of Matt. His son was an inexperienced driver, and in this snow . . .


“Mr. McConnell, it’s your wife.”


“My wife?”


“Yes, Kate McConnell. She’s been in an accident. She’s being transported here.”


“How is she? What happened?” A million questions flooded his mind. He could see Kate as he’d left her that morning, loading the old station wagon with the dry cleaning, recycling, and meals for friends.


“Hey, you’re not taking all of those, are you?” he had said when he saw her carry out the chocolate cupcakes.


Kate had smiled, dimples showing. “I saved a few for you.”


He touched the note that he had found this morning in his briefcase. Do not be anxious about anything. Her neat handwriting stood out from the crisp white of the paper.


Kate was a bundle of energy and a bundle of life. How could she be hurt?


“Mr. McConnell? Are you there?”


“Yes.”


“We don’t have the details, but please come as soon as you can.”


“I’m on my way.”


Leaving the file on his desk unfinished, John McConnell ran for the elevator.





MATT WAS IN CLASS when he felt his phone vibrate. He considered ignoring it. He was really engrossed in this lecture. The only other thing that could possibly interest him would be the weekend’s plans. It was Friday, and he was not yet sure what the next few days looked like. Maybe Joe had gotten tickets for the Rusty Bucket concert. Matt slipped the phone out of his pocket.


Emergency. Call me.


A text from his dad. That was unusual. His dad hardly ever called him, much less texted. Something must have happened. Matt was glad he’d sat in the back. He left his books open on the desk and slipped out into the hall. Did they find the empty beer bottles under the deck? He pressed call. Was he going to have to listen to his father’s lecture about drinking and all the legal ramifications?


“Dad?”


Matt steeled himself for the lecture.


“It’s your mother, Matt. She’s been in an accident. She’s on her way to Metropolitan in an ambulance.”


Suddenly everything dissolved away: the hall, the classroom, the lecture that he’d been so into. They were gone, and the words coming from his phone were everything.


“Not Mom.”


He couldn’t take it in.


“Son, it’s true. I don’t know her condition. Come to the hospital as soon as you can. I’m on my way there now.”


Matt couldn’t speak.


“Matt? Are you there?” He heard the concern in his father’s voice.


“Yeah.”


“You okay to drive?”


“Yeah, Dad.”


The phone went dead.


Matt stood frozen in place. It couldn’t be his mother. She was the strongest person he knew. He had seen her handle difficult situations with ease, and handle several at once. “Mega-Mom,” that’s what his friends called her. One tiny blond woman, totally in control. He couldn’t imagine Mega-Mom in an ambulance. It must be someone else. Someone borrowed her car. Something like that.


He waited for his phone to buzz again, for his dad to call him back and say that it was all a big mistake. What if it wasn’t a mistake? No, he couldn’t think that. He had to keep it together. He had to get to the hospital.





A BLAST OF COLD AIR hit Kate’s face as the ambulance doors opened, jarring her awake. She could hear voices. It came back to her in a rush. The accident. She’d been in an accident. She opened her eyes to movement. People were reaching into the small space around her, all talking at once.


“Kate McConnell, trauma patient.”


“Got it. Ready. Lift.”


She felt a jar as the stretcher was pulled forward, then lights and swirls of snow. The wheels hit the ground, and they were inside within seconds. Masked faces in white and green hovered over her. Gloved hands touched her.


Two blue eyes looked down at her over a white hospital mask.


“I’m Dr. Belding,” a calm voice said. “I’m taking care of you.”


The white lab coat was comforting. His white hair spoke of experience. He was in control. No fear in his eyes.


“We are going to fight together,” he said. “Stay with me.”


The face turned, and the voice changed to business.


“What IV access do we have?”


The paramedic was writing on a clipboard. He answered without looking up. “Eighteen gauge in the right and left arms, both running well.”


Dr. Belding grabbed the end of the stretcher and started pushing. “Let’s get her to the trauma room and get her intubated.”


They moved quickly down a long green hall. They rounded a corner, and the motion stopped for a second like a turning of the tide, then all ahead again, into a spotless room with gleaming metal machines and bins of white sterile packages. Mechanical noises came from all directions, beeping and whirring. The gloved hands moved over her, loosening the straps and cutting away her sweater and pants.


“What’s the blood pressure?”


“Seventy over fifty. And decreased breath sounds on the left.”


“Open up those IVs.”


Kate could not seem to grasp what was happening to her.


“Can you hear me?” Dr. Belding’s voice reached into her confusion.


“Can you hear me?” Louder this time. “Give me a thumbs-up.”


Kate wanted to lift her thumb, but the slightest movement seemed impossible. She concentrated. She fought with all the determination she could muster. Her thumb went up slightly.


“Good. Let’s get some antibiotics on board, and some morphine, too.”


Kate’s body was not her own. She felt someone open her mouth and put a tube down her throat. No. No. I’m here, she wanted to say. I’m still in here. She was helpless as chaos swirled around her. In the midst of it all, one kernel of peace came to her. The Lord is my shepherd.


Of course. The twenty-third psalm. That’s why she had been going back to the dry cleaner’s. The psalm had been left in Matt’s coat pocket.


A memory came—a vivid picture of herself sitting at the kitchen table, carefully copying Psalm 23 onto a clean white piece of paper. She was writing as neatly and clearly as she could, praying over each phrase. Then she was folding the paper into a square and putting it in the pocket of Matt’s wool peacoat. She had imagined him finding it and reading it. How could he not be moved by the promises it held and the clear picture of God as his shepherd?


Instead, anger.


How long would she have to fight with him? And why didn’t John help her with the fight?


Now this.


Dr. Belding’s blue eyes came into view.


“You can rest now,” he said. “We’ll take care of everything.”


Wait. Who was telling her to rest? She was confused. Did God want her to rest? No. No rest. She had so much to do. She had to get up and get out of here. Her work was not done.


Not yet, God, she prayed. Please, not yet.





“THIS IS WBAL REPORTING live from I-95—the scene of the accident.” John turned up the volume of his car radio. The light turned green, then red for the third time as he sat in traffic.


“You can hear the helicopters circling as the crash victims are being airlifted out. Luggage and debris are strewn everywhere, blocking the north and southbound lanes.” John leaned forward to catch the words.


The snow kept coming down. Big, white, wet flakes piled up on the hood of his car. His wipers thumped rhythmically, keeping a triangle of visibility before him. He fought the rising fear.


“Fifteen reported dead, and many, many others hurt in this horrible crash on I-95. The death toll is rising. If you don’t have to go out tonight, just stay home. Now back to the weather.”


A horn startled him. The light had changed, and traffic was moving around him. He eased the car slowly through the snowy intersection toward the hospital.


I should pray. “Dear God . . .”


Nothing came. Where was a good prayer when you needed one? Kate was the one who prayed for everyone else. But who prayed for Kate?


The image of Kate lying hurt in the old station wagon came unwanted into his mind. Don’t think. He must not think. Why did she keep that old thing anyway?


“Just get there,” he said under his breath. “There will be a way to fix this. There is always a way to fix things.” He had learned that in law school. He hoped it was true.


“This is WBAL bringing you news and updates on the worst blizzard in the history of Baltimore.”


John punched off the radio and turned his full attention to the road ahead.





AS MATT DROVE toward the hospital, he heard the sirens blaring across town. He shivered in his light sweater. Traffic moved slowly, inching through the snow and ice. Matt felt like he was in a dream, moving in slow motion.


It couldn’t really be happening. It was all a mistake. When he got to the hospital, they would straighten everything out. They would laugh about it at dinner. He tried to imagine his family, warm and cozy, sitting around the table eating together, making jokes about ambulances and hospitals, but that image wouldn’t come into focus.


He tried not to think of his last words to his mother. He had been so angry. No one had known this morning what the day would bring.


“Come on,” he spoke to the traffic in frustration. “Come on.”


He made his way around another fender bender, driving carefully, hoping not to slide in the icy slush on the road. His phone buzzed, and he punched it on.


“Dad?”


“Where are you?”


“I’m on my way . . . the traffic.”


“Be careful, Matt. It’s bad out here. Just take your time.”


“Okay, Dad.”


His voice broke, and suddenly the first tears came. It was becoming real.





THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD. The psalm brought peace as Kate lay on the stretcher, helpless to move or speak. She heard the voices around her, but it seemed like a movie or a TV show about someone else.


Dr. Belding maintained a voice you might use while discussing the weather.


“Someone call orthopedics. And let’s get an X-ray of that leg. Get an X-ray of the chest, too. And let’s get a chest tube in. I think we have a hemothorax.”


The pain began to subside as the morphine did its job. Kate drifted.


When she opened her eyes again, she was being wheeled down the long green hall. She heard the voices back and forth over her stretcher.


“What happened?”


“A big pile-up on I-95.”


“No kidding. She doesn’t look so good. Is she going to make it?”


“You never know with these trauma patients. I’ve seen ones in worse shape make it . . . but not many.”


Kate closed her eyes again. I might die. Oddly, now the idea of dying wasn’t so frightening or even upsetting. It was just a thought, surfacing in the haze of her mind.


She did not want to leave her family yet, especially after her morning conversation with Matt. His angry face came to mind.


“Mom, I found the psalm you put in my pocket. I wish you’d leave me alone about that.” He was slamming his books into his backpack. “You just want to control my life. You always have. Why don’t you back off?”


“But, Matt, it’s the twenty-third psalm,” she had said, as though the significance should be obvious.


“Give it a rest.”


“Matt, God wants to be your shepherd. And He is an unbelievable shepherd. He will provide everything you need and protect you and . . .” She knew she should stop talking, but she couldn’t.


“Stop it, Mom. Stop it.”


“But, Matt—”


“Enough!”


He tossed his peacoat carelessly into the pile going to the dry cleaner’s. It wasn’t until later, after she dropped off the cleaning, that she remembered the psalm and wondered if it had been in the pocket.


It was strange to worry about the paper now, while she was in the hospital, maybe dying. But she had copied it so carefully and prayed over each phrase. Where was it now?


“Orthopedics just called. They can take her in surgery now.”


Dr. Belding grabbed the end of the stretcher. “Okay, people. Let’s get her down to the OR.” He turned to the nurse. “Has the family been called?”


“They’re on the way.”


“Good. Let me know when they arrive.”


Kate’s mind was slowly winding down. The family had been called. John was coming, and Matt.


Take care of them, she prayed. John was so helpless without her. Take care of them.


She was moving again. Down the green hall.


Fewer and fewer thoughts made their way into her consciousness. However, the first phrase of the twenty-third psalm played over and over.


The Lord is my shepherd. The Lord is my shepherd . . . shepherd . . .


Ding. Elevator doors opened.


Shepherds take care of their sheep. They feed them. They get water for them. They protect them. They . . .


Ding. Off the elevator. Down another hall. Through double doors. More people. More masks.


The Lord is my shepherd. . . my own personal shepherd. My very own caretaker. My . . .


Into a room with bright lights.


She could trust God with her life. She could trust God to take care of Matt. She could trust God to take care of John.


Peace descended on Kate, and she let go of all struggles.





“DAD.”


John wrapped his arms awkwardly around his son. For a moment neither could move as they embraced outside the ER.


The sliding glass doors opened, and John and Matt entered a flurry of chaos, pain, and confusion. John moved forward with a surge of confidence. They would go in and figure out what needed to be done. He was good at that. Organizing. Fixing. They hurried toward the information desk.


“I’m John McConnell. You called me. My wife, Kate McConnell, was in an accident.”


The attendant behind the counter glanced up.


“Just a minute.” Her hair was disheveled, and she had a frantic look as she spoke into the receiver. “Can you hold, please?”


She pushed the hold button and turned to John. “Now, who is it you’re here for?”


“Kate McConnell.”


John felt his heart pounding in his chest. Time stood still as the woman typed into the computer in front of her. It was taking too long.


“Surgery. They have just taken her into surgery. You can wait in the trauma ICU waiting room. It’s on the third floor.” She pointed to the elevators.


“Can you tell us anything, anything at all?” John begged.


The girl shook her head. “I’ll call the doctor and let him know you’re here. You’ll have to wait.”


That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. Waiting wouldn’t accomplish anything. He wanted to make strategic phone calls. Contact the right people. That’s usually how he solved problems. He thought of the important clients he had. All the powerful people he knew who could get things done with just a phone call. None of them could help him now.


“Dad? What can we do?” Matt asked him.


“Wait.”


For the first time in his life John McConnell felt totally helpless.





THE ELEVATOR WAS CROWDED. Matt pushed 3 and immediately began drumming his fingers nervously on his leg. Everything was moving too slowly.


They stopped on the second floor. Doors opened. People got off. People got on.


“Come on.”


Finally, the elevator stopped at the third floor, and the doors opened to reveal a distinguished-looking, white-haired doctor.


“You’re the family of Kate McConnell?” he asked.


“Yes. I’m her husband,” his father answered. “How is she?”


Matt stared at the man in the white coat, trying to read something from his grave expression.


“I’m Dr. Belding. Right now, she is stable. She has a collapsed lung, some broken ribs, and a badly broken leg, which the orthopedic surgeons are working on now.”


“So she’s going to be all right,” Matt said.


Dr. Belding’s face maintained the same serious expression. “It’s too early to know. Her body has undergone a major assault, and she is very fragile. But we will continue to keep a close eye on her and do everything we can.”


“But she’ll be all right.” He knew he was almost yelling, but he couldn’t stop.


Dr. Belding looked into his eyes.


“We are doing everything we can. You need to be calm and wait.”


“When can we see her?” his father asked.


“When she’s finished in surgery, they’ll bring her to ICU. You can see her then. Wait in there.” Dr. Belding pointed to the waiting room. “I’ll be back as soon as I know something.”


Matt watched Dr. Belding walk briskly down the hall.


As they sat in the waiting room, he kept replaying the argument he’d had with his mother. He could not get comfortable in the vinyl chair.


“Dad?” His father sat beside him leaning forward, his head resting in his hands.


“Yes?”


“Do you think we get second chances?”


His father looked up from his hands.


“I don’t know, Matt. I just don’t know.”





KATE LAY ON THE SURGICAL TABLE. The lights of the operating room were bright above her. Shadows moved about. The only noise was the ventilator slowly breathing in and out, in and out.


The Lord is my shepherd. The Lord. The Lord God Almighty. The Creator of the Universe. He is my shepherd.


Gentle hands moved her arms into position and covered her with drapes.


Someone whispered in her ear, “I’m going to give you something to make you sleep.”


Before Kate’s mind went completely blank, she silently sent up a final prayer.


Please, let my life count.
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LOVE CAME unexpectedly to Chris Bennett.


It started with a wanting that surprised him with its intensity. He did not see it coming that afternoon as he slid open the glass door of the drive-through lane at Tomasi Cleaners for what seemed like the hundredth time.


Snow fell on his face as he gathered a load of shirts from the backseat of a BMW.


“Monday okay?” he asked over the pile of oxford button-downs.


The driver waved, never stopping his conversation on his cell phone.


Chris loaded the shirts into a garment bag and typed the phone number into the computer. He printed the slip and once again swung the door open to present the tag to the driver. No response. To the customers Chris was invisible. The BMW drove off, and a red Jeep pulled up. Another pile of clothes, another printed slip.


As he sorted the clothes, he fingered a soft yellow cashmere sweater. Noticed the brilliance of a woman’s red scarf. Why did some people have so much and others so little? He sorted the clothes, taking care to look for stains and spots, putting the dry cleaning in a separate bag from the laundry.
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