
1 of 4

A Homily by    “The Divine Shepherd”
The Rev’d Jo Popham                                4th Sunday of Easter

May 15, 2011
Psalm 23

Walk through the 23rd Psalm with me: (BCP p. 356, BAS, p. 731)

1 (BCP) THE LORD is my shepherd; / therefore can I lack nothing.
(BAS) The Lord is my shepherd; * I shall not be in want.

In the ancient Near East kings was seen as shepherds (vv.1-4) and as hosts (vv. 5-6).

2 (BCP) He shall feed me in a green pasture, / and lead me forth beside the waters of
comfort.
(BAS) He makes me lie down in green pastures * and leads me beside still waters.

God provides water that is easy to drink, not turbulent waters.

3 (BCP) He shall restore my soul, / and bring me forth in the paths of righteousness, for
his Name's sake.
(BAS) He revives my soul * and guides me along right pathways for his name's sake.

God revives our very lives and guides us in Godly ways (right pathways).

4 (BCP) Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil;
/ for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff comfort me.
(BAS) 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.

There are enemies and deathly valleys, but they are not cable of hurt. We have nothing to
fear, because God’s rod is a defense against wolves and lions. And God’s staff guides us
like a shepherd’s staff can be used for rescuing sheep from thickets.

5 (BCP) THOU shalt prepare a table before me in the presence of them that trouble me; /
thou hast anointed my head with oil, and my cup shall be full.
(BAS) 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.

Kings in ancient Near East would give lavish banquets for festivals. Solomon was such a
wise shepherd-king who gave banquets for all people.

6  (BCP) Surely thy loving-kindness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; /
and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.
(BAS) 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.

This is the prayer of the psalmist that the poet himself could live in the covenantal
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relationship with God always, that he might reside in God’s house, the Temple in the land
of Israel all of his days and in the hereafter.

My last year in seminary in Texas Walter Brueggemann, the Old Testament scholar,

came to the cathedral in Houston. With the permission of my Old Testament professor

who was himself a master of the Psalms, I skipped class and spent three days listening to

this icon of Biblical criticism in the study of the Old Testament and particularly the Book

of Psalms. It was nothing less than revelatory.

The impact of the 23rd Psalm on our spirituality as Anglicans is deep and genuine.

This Psalm has been used liturgically most often in our church as an expression of our

confidence in the afterlife, in resurrection, and so we recite it for funerals and

commemorations of the dead, All Soul’s Day, and many Saints’ days. It is this

confidence that the poet – the Psalmist – expressed again and again throughout the

verses. The I statements offer God gratitude, yielding, trust, and thanksgiving. I shall not

be in want” (Psalm 23:1). “I shall fear no evil” (v. 4). “I will dwell in the house of the

Lord for ever” (v. 6). In every case life is fully cared for, fully resolved. “Life with

Yahweh is a life of wellbeing and satisfaction” Brueggemann says.1 “Fellowship with

God is the end of all needs.”2

What is transformative in this Psalm is the relationship with God. Our lives can be

made entirely new if we had such confidence and trust in God. Of course there is evil in

the world, but it is not to be feared. It is the confidence in God as all sufficient that can

reorient our lives. The 23rd Psalm is noting short of brilliant. It exudes comfort and trust.

My friends, God is with us. And God is our shepherd. This metaphor is used again and

again in the Bible. And we, we are the sheep. And God is our shepherd. Here in Alberta,

we might think of God as a cowboy, as Mathew Zachariah suggested in his article on

“Metaphors in the Bible,” which I commend to you in our next newsletter. But I think I

will stick to the Good Shepherd and God’s sheep. There are very few references to real

sheep in the Bible, so of, course, we are the sheep. And like real sheep we need prodding
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and poking from time to time, hence the picture of God who may need to use the rod and

staff of a good shepherd to guide us to the right paths – to move us along in our faith –

much more comfortable than, say, a lariat. No we see the shepherd’s crook, or crozier as

a sign of a more comfortable staff used to guide us, one such as our Bishop’s might use

from time to time. I surely have experienced the comfort of God’s prodding me to do

what I am called to do. Haven’t we all felt God ever so gently – or perhaps not so gently

– always moving us along on our journeys however rocky and uneven the road might be?

The shepherd–sheep metaphor for God and Israel – for God and us – is a good one.

The shepherd leads the sheep to pasture, to water, and through difficult terrain and times.

Have we experienced the divine shepherd feeding us and bringing us to safety? I think we

all have examples of just such care. Some of you have heard me relate the very real

examples of how I lived this divine care in the days after the flooding after Hurricane

Katrina. My husband and I graduated from seminary with no dept, but we also had no

assets except for Jim’s car and my truck. We had sold all our property before and during

seminary to be able to follow our callings. The day that the money from the sale of our

primary home was wired to our bank, we had one dollar left in all our accounts. In the 22

months that we were in the Diaspora after the storm, essentially homeless for much of

that time, we sustained ourselves by cashing in our retirement. After we came to Calgary

to work in congregational growth we continued to tap into our retirement because we

were sharing one salary. When I was hired as your priest in charge 2 1/2 years ago we

finally had two salaries for the first time in seven years. My first paycheck went into the

bank the month that all of our retirement funds finally were expended completely. God

provided for us. We always had enough. We were fed and kept safe throughout our

journeying. And we still are comforted by that assurance that we will be fed, and we will

be kept safe by the divine shepherd.

Can we say with confidence that we lack nothing? Can we see through the eyes of the

psalmist and see God as all giving, all loving? Wouldn’t our lives be filled with Shalom if
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we trusted in God as the Psalmist did?  I think so.  Let me close by reading to you from a

favorite translation of this Psalm by Nan Merrill that I often use in prayer.

O my Beloved, you are my shepherd,
I shall not want.

You bring me to green pastures for rest
And lead me beside still waters renewing my spirit.
You restore my soul.

You lead me in the path of goodness
To follow Love’s way.

Even though I walk through the
valley of the shadow and of death,
I am not afraid;

For you are ever with me;
your rod and your staff they guide me,
they give me strength and comfort.

You prepare a table before me
in the presence of all my fears;

you bless me with oil,
my cup overflows.

Surely goodness and mercy will follow me
all the days of my  life;

and I shall dwell in the heart of the Beloved forever.3

BCP: Glory be to the Father and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost. As it was in the

beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.

BAS: Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. As it was in the

beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.

                                                  
1  Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, a Theological Commentary, p. 155.
2  Ibid. Indeed Brueggemann has formed much of my thought in this didactic sermon, as
well as The Jewish Study Bible and The New Interpreter’s Study Bible.
3   Nan C. Merrill. Pslams for Praying: An Invitation to Wholeness, p. 40.


