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The 23rd Psalm is one of our most beloved and familiar texts - many of us know it by heart, 

especially the King James’ Version. People whose memories have been lost due to dementia or 

Alzheimer’s can often still recite it, word for word. Second perhaps only to the Lord’s prayer, 

this psalm is deeply ingrained in the hearts and minds of most Christians, even though it’s 

originally a Hebrew text. And every year, on the Fourth Sunday of Easter, we get a portion of 

what’s called the “Good Shepherd discourse” from the gospel of John, along with this psalm for 

our Sunday morning scripture – which is why we call today “Good Shepherd Sunday”.  

 

And while we are no longer hearing directly of the resurrection of Jesus and its immediate 

aftermath, we are still very much in Eastertide, the Great Fifty Days, which calls us to look at 

these texts through the lens of that resurrection, even though the gospel takes place before Jesus’ 

arrest and crucifixion while he is still actively engaged in healing and teaching and the psalm is, 

as I said, a Hebrew text. I’ve been wondering how we might uncover insights into what it means 

to have God as our shepherd (a question I posed on the church’s Facebook page this past week)  

and integrate the idea of Jesus as the “Good Shepherd”? For the sake of clarity: I’m not 

suggesting any of this was the original intent of the psalm in the Hebrew scriptures; it was not 

written in anticipation of Jesus of Nazareth and I’d get in trouble with a few of my seminary 

professors if I suggested that it was!  

 

So, while thinking and praying over the text of this psalm this week, I’ve been looking at the 

Prayer Book translation, which is the version we just sang; I’ve also studied the NRSV Bible 

translation that we use in the rest of our proclamation, which is a bit different, as is the more 

direct translation from Hebrew in my Jewish Bible, the Tanakh, which I also looked at; the 

differences can aid our understanding.  
 

The psalm starts out as a kind of declaration: 

1 The Lord is my shepherd; * I shall not be in want. 
What is it that a shepherd does? A shepherd cares for the sheep. A shepherd will lay down his 

life for the sheep – but only if that shepherd is the true shepherd, the good shepherd, the one to 

whom the sheep actually belong. God promises that we’ll “want” for nothing if we trust God.  

That’s a different meaning of “want’ than simply desiring something. We may not get what we 

want – God is not a vending machine! - but by God’s grace we will get what we need. 

 

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures * and leads me beside still waters.  
3 He revives my soul * and guides me along right pathways for his Name's sake.  

When we trust God, when we’re in relationship with God, when we spend time with God, it is 

restorative. It’s good for our tired bodies, and it revives our troubled spirits. And the closer we 

are to God, the more likely we are to follow the path God intends for us. 

 

Then, at verse 3, the psalm becomes a direct address to God: 

4 Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil; * for you are 
with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 



What’s comforting about a rod and a staff? A shepherd uses them to keep the sheep from 

straying, to keep them together, close by and guarded. (In the church, the bishop’s crozier or staff 

is the symbol of that bishop as shepherd of her/his flock – the diocese.) God is in charge – and 

that’s comforting, or ought to be. We know that life isn’t all green pastures and still waters,  

and we know the shepherd cannot prevent the flock from being threatened by evil and death.  

Our Good Shepherd himself, Jesus, walked through that valley. The Hebrew says “deepest 

darkness” rather than death. The point is that even in the midst of the worst things that can 

happen to us – loss, devastation, illness, injury, disappointment, you name it – God does not 

abandon us. Many of us have walked through that valley; we have accompanied others, loved 

ones, as they have done so. Sometimes an entire faith community will accompany someone 

through a dark time. We can’t skirt around those experiences; we have to go through them.  

And when we do, God is right there alongside us.  

 

5 You spread a table before me in the presence of those who trouble me; *  
you have anointed my head with oil, and my cup is running over. 
Every Sunday we commission those who drive donated food to various locations throughout the 

Chicago region. The congregation responds to that commissioning by saying that “God… 

promises a feast for all people”. That’s a promise of the prophet Isaiah: all peoples - all peoples - 

will gather on the mountain of God. Isaiah’s description of that huge feast always makes my 

mouth water when I read it: rich foods, marrow, well-aged wines (25:6). We Christians talk 

about the heavenly banquet, where, in the words of George Herbert, Love (capital “L”) bids us 

welcome, saying to us “sit down…and taste my meat;”i we envision a never-ending convivial 

time of rejoicing with the saints and angels when God’s reign is finally fulfilled – the Holy 

Eucharist is a foretaste of that.  

 

The words “Messiah” and “Christ” come from Hebrew and Greek words, respectively, for 

anointed. The act of anointing with oil used to be reserved for someone who was set aside by 

God for leadership, often a king. But what happens to us in baptism? We, too, get anointed;  

we’re anointed with Oil of Chrism, which has been blessed by the bishop on behalf of the 

universal church and which symbolizes the Holy Spirit: we say to the baptizand, “You are sealed 

by the Holy Spirit in baptism and marked as Christ’s (the Anointed One’s) own forever.” We 

become little christs. The two great sacraments of the church, Eucharist and Baptism, are  to 

mind here. 

 

6 Surely your goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, *  

and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever. 
According to the Hebrew Bible, “only goodness and steadfast love shall pursue me all the days 

of my life”. Nothing but goodness and steadfast love – doesn’t that sound like a perfect world?  

And in Hebrew there’s a word for that “steadfast love” – it’s chesed, often translated “loving 

kindness” as specific to God. It’s a central concept in Judaism, referring to God’s love for all of 

humanity – remember, Jesus says in the gospel, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this 

fold. I must bring them also…” - but chesed also refers to God’s special relationship with the 

children of Israel. The fact that God has a special relationship with a certain population doesn’t 

mean that God’s love and care don’t extend to everyone.ii  
 



I love the use of the word “pursue” here – goodness, mercy, loving-kindness, these are not 

walking behind us at a safely removed distance (You look over your shoulder: “who is that back 

there?” “Oh, it’s only goodness and mercy, thanks be to God.”) No, these wonderful aspects of 

the Divine character are pursuing us: they’re after us, they won’t let go, they won’t give up,  

and they won’t let us off the hook! As God loves us, so are we to love one another. That’s all 

over the first letter of John that we’re reading from this Easter season. 

 

I expect we generally associate heaven with that last phrase, “dwell in the house of the LORD for 

ever”. The Hebrew Bible finishes the psalm this way: “…and I shall dwell in the house of the 

LORD for many long years.” The NRSV says “…my whole life long.” What might those different 

translations mean? Perhaps one’s whole life long includes both this life and the next. And of 

course, the Hebrew concept of heaven and afterlife was, is different from the Christian one.  

Or might we, who live on the other side of the Resurrection, consider what happens in the here 

and now: the kingdom of God, of heaven, breaking in on this world as we experience it in our 

earthly lives? As troubled as this world is, and it is greatly troubled, indescribably so, we still see 

glimpses of the reign of God breaking in, and we recognize we have a part in helping to make 

that happen. 

 

So, there are some thoughts to consider about this well-loved text from the Psalms. It doesn’t 

stand in isolation, of course; no passage of scripture does, regardless of which “testament” it 

comes from. They all point to a larger, fuller narrative; a story that tells of God’s great love for 

all of humanity: a powerful, sacrificial, unending love that will never end, not even when the 

very last one of us is brought home to the loving embrace of our Good Shepherd. 

 

i “Love (3)” 
ii https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chesed 

 

                                                           


