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The Still Waters of Psalm 23 and Beyoncé 

“Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil; for you are 

with me…” (Ps. 23). 

 

1. This weekend my twenty-eight year old nephew took me aside and in a serious tone 

of voice he asked, “Uncle Malcolm I’ve watched you for my whole life. Why you are so 

joyful?” I fumbled for words. I don’t know if I’m any more joyful than the next person, 

but the first thing that occurred to me was that I pray a lot. My heart longs for and 

constantly reaches toward God. I pray for my family and you, for strangers, for sufferers 

and leaders, for our shared human project and for all creation. 

 

Most of all I just give thanks, and in doing this I become more attuned to the blessings 

available to us in every moment. I certainly experience stress and despair, feelings of 

failure and inadequacy. I feel sadness in the face of persistent suffering, but these all 

happen in the context of a much deeper sense that before anything else I am a child of 

God. 

 

A Hindu teacher named Eknath Easwaran taught me to meditate and encouraged me to 

memorize Psalm 23. Since then, I have repeated it silently thousands of times. It sums up 

my piety. “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want. He makes me lie down in 

green pastures and leads me beside still waters. He revives my soul and guides me 

along right pathways for his Name’s sake” (Ps. 23). 

 

When we really listen, God does bring us to a spiritual state that you could compare to a 

green pasture with still waters. God directs our lives, “along right pathways.” And then 

an extraordinary thing happens in this psalm. The God of the third person, “the Lord,” 

“the He” comes nearer and becomes… a “you.” In grammar we call it the second person. 

Listen to how in the presence of our suffering God comes even nearer. This experience 

lies at the heart of my faith. 

 

“Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil; for you 

[you] are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. You spread a table before 

me in the presence of those who trouble me…” (Ps. 23). I believe that this personal 

experience of God, especially as we gather in worship around this table, lies at the heart 

of abiding joy. Today I am going to talk about two teachers who were good shepherds 
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bringing me to green pastures, and about an experience of God spreading a table in the 

presence of those who trouble me. 

 

2. The eleventh century thinker Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) defined theology as 

faith seeking understanding. He says that our active love of God naturally seeks a 

deeper knowledge of God.1 To understand this faith in God’s daily ongoing presence I 

spent seven years of work as a more than fulltime graduate student. In that time I felt 

God leading me into some of the greenest pastures of my life. 

 

Two theology professors particularly influenced me. Richard R. Niebuhr (1925-2017) 

served as one of my three dissertation advisors. His father (H. Richard Niebuhr) and 

uncle (Reinhold Niebuhr) were two of the most famous twentieth century theologians. 

Gordon D. Kaufman (1925-2011) supervised my Master’s thesis. Although I have not 

often spoken to you explicitly about them they have deeply shaped my thought. 

 

Professor Niebuhr taught me that above all we are symbol-generating creatures. We 

never make contact with anything as it is in itself. Every experience is filtered through 

stories and the symbols that support them. It is impossible to get to the unmediated 

bottom of reality in any sense. 

 

For instance, as the philosopher Martin Heidegger points out we don't just hear raw 

sounds and then figure out what they are.2 When we hear the bell of the cable car or the 

carillon, they already mean something to us. And this meaning depends on the stories 

we tell about life. A cathedral bell might be uplifting to a person of faith and oppressive 

to someone who has been persecuted by the church. We don’t experience the sound 

without that sort of interpretation. 

 

Niebuhr believed deeply in the power of feeling which connects us to God and each 

other. He writes about our situation in modern times with communications technologies 

like the Internet constantly impinging on us and directing our inner life. Our identities 

are constantly being rearranged by the latest tragedy broadcasted to us through our cell 

phones. He asks, “is it not possible that [the modern person] is experiencing the terrible 

joy of being made and remade again by a ruling power that [she] knows but does not 

know [she] knows?”3 

 

He says, “human faith is not so much a sum of answers as it is a way of seeing and 

acting and books about faith have first of all to describe what faithful [people] see and 

believe is real.” 
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Although the two of them had the same advisor in graduate school together, Professor 

Kaufman could hardly have been more different that Niebuhr. While Niebuhr 

emphasized art and feeling, Kaufman worked to describe the place of faith in the world 

of science. 

 

After writing an influential theology textbook Kaufman had a change of heart. He came 

to the deep conviction that theology is not about recovering a tradition or interpreting 

holy texts. Instead he emphasized that theology is what he calls “imaginative 

construction.” Human beings have responsibility for the symbols that they make for 

describing God. 

 

Kaufman believed that human beings have a tremendously strong tendency to treat the 

wrong things as if they were God. Our idols may be personal like money, our 

appearance or being liked, or they may be our collective experience of the country or 

the economy. For him above all the symbol God helps us to commit ourselves to the 

right things. 

 

On this Earth Day Kaufman would probably say that the symbol of God may be the only 

thing that could save nature, perhaps even the planet, from our worship of wealth, 

technology and power. The idea of God shows us that with our lives we worship the 

wrong things. 

 

Most of all Kaufman had a heart for modern people who simply could not believe what 

a lot of churches say about God. He writes, “Faith in God has become impossible for 

many now, not so much because of stiffnecked sinfulness and rebellion against God as 

because talk about God… seems to have little to do with their actual lives. Unless… God 

can be seen once again to be the God of this world and our God, it is not possible… to 

have faith in him.”4 

 

Kaufman taught about the importance of resisting our tendencies toward tribalism. For 

the sake of the world, he believed that every one of us, every Christian in every 

generation, must constantly seek new ways to understand and talk about God. 

 

3. At Grace Cathedral we worry that some churches may be making faith impossible for 

many people today. Churches do this through outright bigotry, by refusing to see that 

every person is made in God’s image. We do this through an attitude of fear toward 

outsiders, as if God cannot be found outside of a church. We do this through a kind of 

attachment to interpretations of stories that makes it hard to see how God is doing a 

new thing right now. 
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This week has not been easy. We received a lot of angry letters from our Christian 

brothers and sisters. News reports led some to conclude that the Cathedral is 

worshiping the pop music star Beyoncé. Some friends who are closer feel like what we 

are doing is in bad taste and maybe worse. I need to give you some background and 

share what I have been telling people about this issue. 

 

Every Wednesday night at 6:30 p.m. we offer a contemporary worship service called The 

Vine. Our 2018 Cathedral theme of “truth” inspired its leaders to create a three part 

sermon series called “Speaking Truth: The Power of Story.” On the last day of the series 

we wanted to especially raise up the voices of women of color so we invited Yolanda 

Norton to preach. You may remember Yolanda from her January sermon here. At San 

Francisco Theological Seminary she teaches a course called “Beyoncé and the Hebrew 

Bible.” 

 

Leaders of our small thirty-person Vine community decided to offer a “Beyoncé Mass” to 

celebrate in a Christian context what they see as the singer’s message of empowerment 

for women of color. From my perspective it is not entirely unlike the spirit animating the 

Duke Ellington Sacred Music concert in 1965. 

 

We have been surprised by how much attention this service has generated. Over a 

thousand people could conceivably come here for it on Wednesday night. On balance 

although a small number of our community think that it’s not a good idea, we have 

received an overwhelmingly positive response from faithful people who recognize that 

we need to reach out to the world. 

 

We have also received letters that have made me even more aware of virulent racism 

and homophobia among our fellow Christians. Certainly not everyone who hates the 

service is a racist. I’m just been surprised by what I have heard. 

 

My heart definitely goes out to Episcopalians who feel embarrassed by the service and I 

know we have made mistakes in how we have handled various aspects of it. At the same 

time over the last few days I have learned a lot from Beyoncé. It has been emotionally 

exhausting just being modestly connected to her for a week. I can’t imagine what it 

would be like to be her all the time. 

 

Above all I’ve learned how important it is to connect. God’s spirit is moving through the 

world and I believe that not doing anything to reach out to the next generation of San 

Franciscans is a betrayal of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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So in short brothers and sisters this may not have been my most joyful week. It has not 

been as calm as those years of theological study with teachers I love. But you know 

what? My heart still rejoices. Whether we are in the green pastures beside still waters, or 

in the valley of the shadow of death, even when we are in the presence of those who 

trouble us – we shall not be in want. God revives our souls. Indeed we thank you God, 

that you, you are with us. 

                                                 
1 Anselm, Proslogion. 
2 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. 
3 Richard R. Niebuhr, Experiential Religion (NY: Harper and Row, 1972) 140. 
4 Gordon D. Kaufman, An Essay on Theological Method, 3rd Edition (Atlanta, GA: Scholar’s Press, 1995) 74. 
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