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Psalm 23


Question:  What is the most beloved passage in the Bible?  It’s hard to argue against it being the one we have before us today, the 23rd Psalm…good, old Psalm 23.  


Many of us memorized it as children and can still recite it, probably in the old King James Version.  


Go to a funeral, you will hear it read.


Turn to it in the hymnbook and there are more hymns from it that any other hymn.    


Beloved, familiar, comforting, soothing.  


How pleasant to come to church on a fine April Sunday and encounter not only these, our friends, but this, our friend, our old friend, Psalm 23.

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  


Can you remember a time when you did not know this “old friend” psalm?  Even if you know no Scripture at all, or can’t find a verse when you need it, you know this.  I can’t help but think of the Sunday School room in my home church, and the print of Jesus as shepherd, staff in hand and surrounded by sheep.  


“He makes me lie down in green pastures.  He leads me beside the still waters.”  Restful, reassuring.  Sheep don’t drink from dangerous, swift flowing rivers.  This Shepherd finds just the right spot for the sheep to rest, to be restored.  


“He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake.”  


“Even though I walk through the darkest valley.”


It is the most soothing, reassuring, comforting of passages, like a favorite pair of jeans. 

All is calm…even at the end of the journey, when around the last bend of our lives is not some dark abyss, but our trusted, faithful friend.  The good shepherd.


The shepherd of this beloved song is our faithful friend, friend for life.  As a pastor, I have been impressed, when life draws to a close for someone, and it is their turn to walk through the valley, they inevitably reach out for this old friend, Psalm 23.  


I conducted a funeral service several years ago for someone I never knew, but understood had grown up in the church.  What to read?  Of course, the 23rd Psalm.


When life made us wonder if God was there, for us, if God cared, it was 23 who put comforting arms around us and reassured us of a God who makes, lead, restores, comforts, prepares, anoints, so that, in darkness or light, life or death, we might dwell with God.  


Good old, familiar since childhood, reassuring Psalm 23, who speaks of still waters and green pastures.


“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.”


But wait.  A closer look at our old friend reveals something I had not seen before.  


“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all my days.”


But a look at the Hebrew reveals that, as is so often in the Bible, a word can be translated more than one way.  Goodness?  It has many nuances in the Hebrew, all having to do with the range of benefits of God’s blessing.  


Mercy?  This is the beloved Hebrew word hesed, a favorite of the prophets, often translated “steadfast love.”  Mercy is the word for kindness, fidelity of God, even when we are not faithful.


God’s goodness and mercy follow us.


But now, as William Willimon notes, comes the biggest surprise, made all the more surprising because we know this psalm so well.  It is about the word “follow.”  The Hebrew word here may also be translated “pursue.”  


Goodness and mercy “pursue” me.


It’s the same word used in describing Pharaoh’s army, his chariots, as they “pursued” the Israelites in the desert.  David is wont to sing of “pursuing” his enemies until overtaking them.


Surely goodness and mercy shall pursue me, all the days of my life.


And for me, even in the presence of an old friend about whom I thought I knew everything, there is a ripple upon still waters.


Pursue me.  


Here we are, plodding through life, when we turn around and there they are, goodness and mercy, right on our heels.


I don’t care how well you think you know the Good Shepherd, you don’t know him until you’ve realized that he is a pursuer.  


Not just one who follows us, but pursue us.  There’s a difference between the two.  There’s a difference between looking back over your shoulder and finding dear, old, predictable goodness with mercy in tow, trudging up the hill behind you, and being jumped by a breathless goodness and mercy.


This happens all the time with the Shepherd.  


Remember, he’s the one who will leave the 99 alone in order to go after, pursue, the one lost sheep?


Remember, he’s the one who told his disciples one day that “there are other sheep” who belong to him, though they don’t know it.  


This Shepherd is always out seeking, pursuing. 


We wander down crooked paths, bob like debris down a moving stream, and right after us, right after us, are the pursuers of goodness and mercy.  


“The longest race of all is the race from God.”   (Theodore Roethke)


A well-known poem comes to mind, “The Hound of Heaven,” a 19th century work of great influence on the like of such writers as J. R. R. Tolkien. It describes, in 139 lines, a God who pursues.

The title of the poem is, at first, startling.  It doesn’t necessarily attract as it repels.  But when you read the poem, the strangeness disappears.  The meaning is understood:  As the hound follows the hare, never ceasing in its running, ever drawing nearer in the chase, so does God follow the fleeing soul by God’s divine grace…till the soul feels its pressure forcing it to turn to God alone in that never ending pursuit.

I fled Him, down the nights and down the days; 

I fled Him, down the arches of the years;

I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways

Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears

I hid from Him…

From those strong Feet that followed, followed after.  

Country music Hall of Famer Kris Kristopherson has some great songs to his name, including “Sunday Morning Coming Down” and my favorite, “Me and Bobby McGee.”  But his greatest hit was written after attending a particular church service when he was reminded of God’s goodness and mercy, in spite of his reckless lifestyle.  

Entitled, “Why Me?” The song begins:

Why me Lord?  What did I ever do?

At this point you expect Kristopherson to go into a litany of problems that he blames on God.  Why did my marriage fail?  Why am I always sick?  Why did my child get into drugs?”

Instead, however, he “blames” God for something else:  God’s goodness and mercy.

What did I ever do 

to  deserve even one of the pleasures I have known,, 

Tell me Lord, what did I ever do 

that was worth loving you 

for the kindness you’ve shown.
Kris, that’s just the point.  You didn’t do anything.  

God did it, God did it for you, and God, the Good Shepherd, does it for you and you and you, following us, pursuing us, with God’s mercy and goodness, until…he finally catches up with us.  
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