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23 The Lord is my shepherd. 
    I lack nothing. 
2 He lets me rest in grassy meadows; 
    he leads me to restful waters; 
3 he keeps me alive. 
He guides me in proper paths 
    for the sake of his good name. 
4 Even when I walk through the darkest valley, 
    I fear no danger because you are with me. 
Your rod and your staff— 
    they protect me. 
5 You set a table for me 
    right in front of my enemies. 
You bathe my head in oil; 
    my cup is so full it spills over! 
6 Yes, goodness and faithful love 
    will pursue me all the days of my life, 
    and I will live in the Lord’s house 
    as long as I live. 
    -Common English Bible 

I once heard a man say that he knows exactly when he is in God’s will and when he 

is in self-will.  I wasn’t sure I had such clarity so I leaned in close to hear his answer.  

“When I’m in my will,” he said, “I’m restless, irritable, and discontent, no matter how 

great things are all around me. When I’m in God’s will I have peace, no matter how hard 

things are all around me.” In my will, restless, irritable, and discontent.  In God’s will… 

at peace.  

His voice came back to me as I meditated on this week’s Psalm, the most familiar of 

all the Psalms, Psalm 23.  This is a Psalm of Trust— it’s not pure praise, it’s not a cry for 

help, it’s an affirmation of trust in a present, guiding, providing God.     

The verse that first grabbed me this week was “I lack nothing.”  You and I know 

that verse better as “I shall not want.”  But “I lack nothing” speaks more plainly I think. 

“I lack NOTHING.” How often do we hear that?  How often do we feel that?  I struggle to 

find places for all my stuff in my lovely home, in my beautiful neighborhood, in this 

awesome city… and I’m convinced by the ads on social media that I lack… plenty.  We 

are all bombarded with messages that we lack… plenty.  I think in the church, the 
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mainline church of the 21st century especially, we have a tendency to focus on lack, on 

loss, on what we don’t have or no longer have.  And what happens when we focus on 

lack? We get restless, irritable, and discontent.  We work harder and harder to try to fill 

the lack.  Or we find means of escape and distraction that often, ultimately, leave us 

restless, irritable, and discontent.  We are drawn into self-will and wander from 

following God our good shepherd, God our gracious host.  

What picture does the Psalm paint of what it is like to follow God and dwell in 

God’s presence, to be in God’s will?  It’s like a steady walk, surrounded by fellow sheep, 

with regular breaks for nourishment and rest— that’s what green pastures and still 

waters means for a sheep.  When we’re following God, God LETS us lie down and be well 

fed.  God LETS us rest.  Of course, God does… God doesn’t just permit rest, God 

commands it— one day of 7 right?  But has anyone ever barked at you to relax or rest?  

Does anything make you more tense than that? I think this Psalmist grasps the heart of 

the command; it’s permission to relax, to trust that God’s got us.   

Shortly after I began my ministry here I read “Real Good Church,” upon the 

recommendation of Joann Tower. This is a memoir of a pastor who helped lead a church 

to renewal.  In that book she confesses to her struggle to honor the boundaries of the 

part time contract she had with the church she serves— indeed, she helped lead them to 

great renewal, but for the first several years did so by working 40-50 hours a week for 30 

hours of pay.  At some point she started to wear out and suggested the church should 

pay her for 20 hours and she’d only work 30.  A wise member of her church’s leadership 

team said, “Why don’t we pay you for 30 and you work 30?” Several of you have nudged 

me in similar ways. You never begrudge me my vacation (which begins this week, 

hallelujah!) and rarely call on my days off.    Sometimes pastors get reminded of God’s 

provision and abundance and invitation to rest by our parishioners… You embody the 

good shepherd and lead us to green meadows and still waters.  And I hope that I will do 

the same for you a thousand times over.   

But following God is not all about rest and peace.  Sometimes it is about steady 

movement forward, often through treacherous landscape.  Sometimes the good 

shepherd leads us through dark valleys, hard scary places where, if we take our eyes off 
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our shepherd, there’s plenty threatening us.  Natural dangers.  And human threats too — 

enemies.  There they are again.  They popped up in last week’s Psalm, too! Following 

God’s lead does not mean being free from suffering, hardship, risk, and danger.  It does 

not protect us from all the hard feelings we talked about last week.  But even in the 

midst of threat, even in the midst of struggle, even in the midst of pain…  we can have 

peace if we are confident that we are following God and are in God’s presence.  And we 

can have confidence that we will make it through, that we lack nothing, that God is 

providing all we need and keeping us alive.   

Sometimes we find ourselves in dark valleys not because God led us there and is 

leading us through there, but because we’ve wandered off… God has called us to go one 

way and we have willfully gone another.  Then that dark valley is deeply scary, then we 

are restless, irritable, and discontent on top of all the other hard stuff, then we have no 

idea how to get out and often dig ourselves deeper and deeper in.  It happens, right? 

But here’s the best news this Psalm of trust gives us… goodness and faithful love 

pursue us all the days of our lives. Goodness and faithful love— these words have come 

up in all the Psalms we have been contemplating this month; this is the most consistent 

characterization of God in the Hebrew Bible.  So God, who is goodness and love, 

PURSUES us… chases us down.  We are chased by grace… we can follow God, aka 

goodness and faithful love, at a steady and reasonable pace, with regular intervals for 

rest, for feasts in the presence of our enemies even … this is a possibility.  But if we go 

another way, if we follow our own will and get ourselves into one pickle after another… 

God, goodness and love, grace will chase us down.  John Calvin spoke of God’s 

irresistible grace.  Irresistable grace, grace that chases us… let that sink in.  That is good, 

good news.  What better to be chased by, than grace. 

This is an incredible foundation for trust.  The God we worship will lead us along 

proper paths, not always easy paths, but proper paths, will provide our every need, will 

feed us well… and if we wander off, if we fail to follow, that God will chase us down— not 

to punish us, but to bring us back to the fold, to get us back on track.  This is who God 

is.  And this is why we worship.   
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Allow yourselves to be bathed in yet another version of this Psalm, as we watch and 

listen to Bobby McFerrin’s setting of it.  You need not watch.  You can close your eyes if 

you’d like.  Be at rest.  You lack nothing.  God is keeping you alive.  God’s got you.   
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cn2zKKhhF3I

