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Introduction

WHILE in his sophomore year at Columbia
University in New York City, a student became

an atheist. For the next several decades he studiously
avoided any contact with organized religion. The pil-
lars of his life revolved around Freudian psycho-
analysis, the existential philosophy of Jean Paul
Sartre and an Ernest Hemmingway brand of macho
courage. Abruptly, those pillars for his life collapsed
completely during a midlife crisis of personal, profes-
sional and physical pain. He writes: “In the course of
one year, both my parents died, my relationship with
a woman I loved for seven years came to an end.” In
addition, the work he had been doing in television
writing ended and, for the first time in his life, he
found himself unemployed, broke and feeling isolat-
ed from the mainstream of living.
Because his life had become a battleground, the

man revisited the faith he had glibly abandoned years
earlier. Religious concepts which he once dismissed as
naive and outdated, he now began to experience as
comforting, stabilizing, invigorating, engaging and
inspiring. Where he was previously lost and drifting
aimlessly, his link to faith became an anchor in the
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storm of his life. He writes: “Faced with a  Top-10 list
of life’s greatest stresses, I found myself muttering the
23rd Psalm: ‘He leads me beside quiet waters, he
restores my soul . . .’ Those words spoke more to my
condition as I neared my own half-century mark than
anything by Hemmingway, Freud, or Sartre.”
The man describing that experience is Dan

Wakefield, a best-selling author of several books. Psalm
23 brought him a spiritual viewpoint which helped sta-
bilize him emotionally and allowed him to make some
sense of his chaotic world. Like many before him, he
discovered the power of faith as expressed in the six
short verses of the Twenty-third Psalm. This small unit
of scripture can rightly be described as God’s little
instruction book when life becomes a battle. It is prob-
ably the best known and most loved passage in the
entire bible. Millions of people from around the world
and across the ages have found hope in times of
despair, 
comfort in times of sorrow, 
courage in times of fear, 
strength in times of weakness, 
and stability in times of uncertainty.
Although written many centuries ago, its simple

message is timeless and it speaks as forcefully today as
it did in the years before the birth of Christ. 
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It is my hope and prayer that those who read the 
Twenty-third Psalm and my comments on it, will experi-
ence . . .
doubts dispelled, 
pains diminished, 
hopes restored, 
joy returned 
and peace regained.
The Twenty-third psalm is for all people but it holds a spe-

cial promise for those whose lives are a battleground.
Victor M. Parachin, M. Div.
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The Presence of God 
Surrounds Us

“The Lord is my shepherd;”
- Psalm 23:1

God loves each of us as if there were only one of us.
—Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

IN August, 1966, at the beginning of the upheavalknown as China’s Cultural Revolution, 51 year-old
Nien Cheng of Shanghai was arrested and remained
imprisoned in solitary confinement, for nearly seven
years. Cheng had committed no crime but was charged
with being an enemy of the state because of her associ-
ation with ‘foreigners’ especially British business exec-
utives. In her biography, Life and Death In Shanghai,
Cheng describes how, on one Christmas eve she expe-
rienced powerfully the presence of God. It came when
someone in the prison began to sing the Christmas
carol, “Silent Night.” She writes:



“When the newspaper stopped coming on
December 2, I started to make light scratches on the
wall to mark the passing days. By the time I had made
twenty-three strokes, I knew it was Christmas eve . . .
While I was waiting in the bitter cold, suddenly, from
somewhere upstairs, I heard a young soprano voice
singing, at first tentatively and then boldly, the
Chinese version of “Silent Night.” The prison walls
resounded with her song as her clear and melodious
voice floated in and out of the dark corridors. I was
enraptured and deeply moved as I listened to her. I
knew from the way she rendered the song that she was
a professional singer who had incurred the displeasure
of the Maoists. No concert I had attended at Christmas
in any year meant more to me than that moment when
I sat in my icy cell listening to “Silent Night” sung by
another prisoner whom I could not see. As soon as she
was confident that the guards were not there to stop
her, the girl sang beautifully without any trace of ner-
vousness. The prison became very quiet. All the
inmates listened to her with bated breath. Just as the
last note of her voice trailed into space, the guards’
footsteps echoed on the cement floor. They rushed
from cell to cell asking: ‘Who was that? Who was
singing? Who was breaking the rules?’ None of the
prisoners replied.”
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There, in her isolating and stifling prison cell, Nien
Cheng had an experience of God’s presence. As a result
of hearing “Silent Night” sung, her spirits were forti-
fied and her hopes were renewed. The song sung
anonymously that night reminded Cheng that she was
not completely forgotten; that God knew her and loved
her. That small dose of spiritual awareness gave her a
great deal of hope and fortitude.
Let her story combined with the first verse of the

23rd Psalm—The Lord is my shepherd—serve as a
reminder that no matter what your circumstances, no
matter what your condition, no matter your lot in life
just now, you are not forgotten by God. This verse tells
us God is personal and personally interested in us and
our situation. We are not lost in a crowded, busy world.
God can be trusted to help us with all the changes and
challenges which come tumbling into our lives. Here is
a simple exercise for you to try based on the five words
of this first verse of the 23rd Psalm. Whenever you are
feeling stressed or frightened or anxious about some sit-
uation of your life, assign each of those five words to a
finger on your left hand.
For example, “the” goes with the thumb; “Lord”

goes with the next finger; “is” belongs to the middle
finger; “my” goes with the ring finger;. “shepherd” is
assigned to the small finger. Repeat the sentence fre-


