
 
  
  
 The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  
 
 Every time I talked about this psalm, Harold Plumley would come through the line 
and say, “Do you want to know the hardest prayer you can ever pray?” And before I 
could answer, he would say in that booming voice, “I shall not want!” 
 
 We interred Harold just yesterday in our Memorial Garden, and read this hardest of 
prayers by his grave, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” claiming the promises 
of God, giving witness to the resurrection, right there in the valley of the shadow of 
death, fearing no evil. 
 
 We joined multitudes who have gathered in churches and at gravesides and 
hospital beds through the ages, proclaiming, “The Lord leads me beside still waters; the 
Lord restores my soul.” 
 
 Texts as familiar and loved as this one can create problems for the reader and 
listener and preacher; it is almost too familiar. We can lose sight of its depth of meaning 
and the radical faith it summons from us. 
 
 After all, it is radical to say, “I shall not want.” Harold had it right, it is a hard 
prayer. To say that the Lord is my shepherd means there is no other who can supply my 
needs. So, I shall not want.  
 

And yet, we do want. So much.  
 
I used to hate it growing up when I would say I needed something, my 

grandmother would respond, “Do you need it, or do you want it? Those are two different 
things.” I hated it because always, upon reflection, I realized I wanted it. Sometimes 
badly. But no, I didn’t need it. We would then have a conversation about it being okay to 
want things, but recognizing the difference between wanting a video game, and needing 
sleep, or food, or shelter.  

Pursued 
A Sermon Preached by Christopher A. Joiner 
First Presbyterian Church, Franklin, Tennessee 
May 12, 2019 
Fourth Sunday in Easter– Year C 
 

Psalm 23 



Did you know that consumer spending accounts for seventy percent of our Gross 
Domestic Product as a nation? That’s higher than any other industrialized country by a 
long shot. That means that our nation’s economy is powered more and more by our 
collective wants – we need more and more people to go out to eat, buy new cars, go on 
shopping sprees. There’s a massive industry in our country that dedicates itself to nothing 
more than convincing us of all the things we want by disguising them as things we need. 
As one writer points out, our economy is geared to making us “want more stuff, to want 
nicer stuff, to want lots of stuff. We live, that is, with an imagination dominated by a 
pervasive sense of scarcity, far more aware of what we don't have -- and therefore should 
go out and buy -- than what we do. No wonder so many people are unhappy. We are 
consumed by what we lack instead of grateful for our abundance. We are driven to get 
"more" instead of content to celebrate "enough." And we measure ourselves against our 
deficits instead of glorying in our gifts and blessings.” 

 
It is into this setting where the radical word of the psalmist comes: “The Lord is 

my shepherd. I shall not want.”  
 
One translation of this text is, “The Lord is my shepherd. I have everything I 

need.” I have everything I need. I once had someone encourage me to write down ten 
things I had for which I was grateful. Then write ten things I wanted that I did not yet 
have. Which would have a greater impact, losing the things for which I was grateful or 
gaining the things I wanted? 

 
As I considered the assignment, it became clear to me that the things for which I 

was grateful far outweighed the things I didn’t have but wanted. I also recognized that 
there are people who desperately want some things that are missing in their lives – things 
that I have – and that I didn’t want to discount those desires. Yet it was also abundantly 
clear that losing those things for which I was grateful, which by and large were not the 
stuff I possessed, would have a much more significant impact than gaining those things I 
wanted.  
 

The psalmist sings, “I shall not want.” The rest of the Psalm describes all the things 
he does not lack - The Lord is the one who causes him to lie down in green pastures, 
providing him with food. The Lord is the one who leads him beside still waters to quench 
his thirst. The Lord restores his life. When we say, “He restores my soul,” we too often 
are thinking in the old Greek way of the separation of body and soul. But the Hebrew 
word used here is “nephesh,” which means “life.” Without God, God’s “nephesh,” God’s 
breath and life, we are not able to live. It is God, and God alone, says the psalmist, who 
gives me my next breath. God restores my life. 
 



He does not lack for food, water, and all that makes for restoration, and he gives 
thanks. The table blessings we share to this day echo the psalm, "No matter what the 
world may tell us, no matter what we like to tell ourselves, these provisions, and all 
others, come from your hand, O Lord our Shepherd." 

 
But then the eyes of the psalmist turn outward - outside the sanctuary, outside the 

protective bubble of family - into the valley of the shadow of death. The Shepherd does 
not huddle the sheep into a quiet and safe cave, shielding them from danger. Instead, the 
Shepherd accompanies the sheep right into the danger.  

 
Into a world where the leader of a nation like Venezuela can starve his own people 

in a bid for power, in a time when in our own nation it seems there are perpetual 
instances of shootings in schools and concerts and churches and synagogues and 
mosques, and it feels like there is constant threat as political rhetoric becomes more and 
more angry; into a world where the only thing that seems to matter is the perpetual 
accumulation of wealth and power; the Psalmist walks with us into this world, this very 
world, and invites us to see it not as damned, but as beloved. God loves this world. The 
shepherd of the flock leads us into the valley of the shadow of death, even into the very 
presence of our enemies, and sets a table for us. 
 

The table is always set by the Lord who is our shepherd right in the midst of the 
world as it is, and dares us to see it through the eyes of grace. When we break this bread 
and drink this cup, we pray that most difficult of prayers, “The Lord is my shepherd – 
and no other – I shall not want.” Believing that, we can leave this table and go out into 
the world seeing not scarcity, but abundance; bearing love, not hate; living with the 
confident assurance and humility that we belong to God, and that God loves this world, 
and us, and is even now summoning the world to restoration of life. Let us join this work 
as we break this bread. Amen.   


