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SUMMARY
In a chaotic and threatening world, the Lord is a shepherd who gives us everything we need. 

AT A GLANCE
God gives us water, food, protection and hospitality. There’s nothing wrong with showing up for work and earning money to provide for ourselves and our families. But God challenges us to recognize the gifts we have received and share them with others.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “#YOLO,” May 11, 2014. 

May your coffee be strong & your Monday be short.
Make today so good that yesterday is jealous.
Train your mind to be calm in every storm.
These phrases don’t come from the Bible. They don’t originate in an ancient book of wisdom, nor even in a modern self-help book.
No, they come from Twitter, a social networking service with hundreds of millions of users. Twitter is where people go to write down quick thoughts, complain about something, share a humorous insight or offer a word of wisdom.
Twitter is controversial, for sure, and many people complain about it. But author Kaitlyn Tiffany says that “no one can deny that it has brought some amazing phrases into our lives — things we can’t imagine having read in any other place, or at any other time in history.” For example:
I cried, I screamed, I cursed, I jumped up and down, I thought about trying.
Everyone says to follow your dreams, so I went back to bed.
Who else wants juicy, delicious tomatoes? 
Unexpected, funny and absurd phrases. But there is one treasured sentence fragment that Tiffany says is “astounding in its clarity and salience. It described both the internet and our entire human world.” It contains just four words:
Everything happens so much.
It’s true, isn’t it? According to Tiffany, the tweet acknowledges “what feels like ancient wisdom: The absolute best we can say about this moment in time is that everything is happening, as it always has and always will, so much.”
Twitter users have called it the “general tweet of the decade” and “the defining text of our age.” 
Yes, life just keeps happening … so very much.

Everything We Need
In a world in which “everything happens so much” and we are quickly overwhelmed, we need a God who calms us, restores our souls and leads us in the right paths. Fortunately, Psalm 23 promises us that the Lord “is my shepherd, I shall not be in want” (v. 1). God gives us green pastures, quiet waters, a table of food and an overflowing cup. The promise of Psalm 23 is rest, refreshment, guidance and protection in a chaotic and threatening world.
Yes, everything happens so much. That’s true. But since the Lord is our shepherd, we have everything we need. That’s even more true.
As followers of God, we have been aware of this for thousands of years. Psalm 23 begins with the assurance that God “leads me beside quiet waters, he restores my soul” (vv. 2-3). The original Hebrew words of the psalm say that God “leads me beside waters of rest; he restores my life.”
In a hyperactive and exhausting world, we need this rest and restoration. Now more than ever. Psalm 23 tells us that God gives us four gifts to counteract the effect of chaos and confusion: Water, food, protection and hospitality.
First, water. Geraldine Perriam is a researcher at the University of Glasgow, and she knows that water does more than keep us hydrated. Water evokes “responses in people that are calming, energizing, and can lead to better health outcomes. Just being beside water has a de-stressing effect,” she says. We need quiet waters, still waters, waters of rest.
But what is so special about water? Water has “essential qualities,” says geography professor Ronan Foley, such as keeping us alive and cleansing our bodies. In the sacrament of baptism, water is a sign of our cleansing from sin, and a sign of the new life that comes from following Jesus.
Everything was happening so much for Martin Luther at the start of the Protestant Reformation. Pastor Grace Pritchard Burson recalls that Luther “lived a turbulent life, constantly debating his opponents and in danger from the authorities. He translated the whole Bible into German while holed up in an ally’s castle to avoid being captured or killed. Not surprisingly, he was often plagued with fear and anxiety, and with doubt and discouragement.”
And how did he handle this stress? Luther had a unique strategy: “he would stand up, face down the devil that he believed to be tormenting him, and yell, ‘I am baptized!’” He may have also written the same phrase in chalk on his desk, “to remind himself, as he worked, of his unbreakable connection to Christ and to the communion of saints.” 
“I am baptized!” When everything happens so much, we need to remember this important truth.
God provides for us not only through water, but through food, protection and hospitality. All these gifts are needed if we are going to be the people that God wants us to be. The promise of Psalm 23 is that God “makes me lie down in green pastures” — that’s the promise of food for the sheep (v. 2). “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me” — that’s protection (v. 4). “You prepare a table before me. … You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows” — that’s hospitality (v. 5).
Water, food, protection and hospitality. They are everything we need, and they all come from God. The psalm ends with the promise that “goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever” (v. 6). This is the place to be, especially when everything happens so much. Each of us is given a place in which God offers us goodness and love and eternal shelter.

Gift or Reward?
Because God gives us everything we need, we are invited to put our trust in God, lean on God, rely on God, have faith in God. “The proper response to the good news of Psalm 23 and the good news of Jesus Christ is trust,” writes Bible scholar J. Clinton McCann. When we trust, we discover that “life is not a reward to be earned; it is a gift to be accepted,” he says. Think about this. There’s nothing wrong with showing up for work, doing a good job, earning money, and providing for ourselves and our families. But think about what happens when you look at life as a reward, instead of as a gift. You become worn out and discouraged, like the disciples who followed Jesus through Galilee. At one point, they wondered where in the world they were going to find food to feed the people swarming around Jesus.
One of the greatest of the miracles of Jesus, the feeding of the 5,000, occurred on a grassy hillside like the setting of the 23rd psalm. There, Jesus became a Good Shepherd, one who “had compassion on [the people] and healed their sick” (Matthew 14:14). Then he ordered the people “to sit down on the grass” so they could eat and be filled (Matthew 14:19-20). Jesus was like the shepherd of Psalm 23, who made his sheep “lie down in green pastures” (v. 2).
In that peaceful place, Jesus became the shepherd predicted by the Old Testament prophets. He became the long-awaited Son of David — the shepherd who feeds his people, protects them and saves them. Jesus shows his power in numerous miracles, including the feeding of the 5,000. He continues to give us what we need for life, and to show us that life is a gift to be accepted. 

Sharing the Gift
At the same time, Jesus challenges us to extend his compassion to others, especially when everything happens so much. When the first disciples are feeling overwhelmed by the crowd, Jesus says to them, “you give them something to eat” (Matthew 14:16). The disciples are mystified by this, of course, since they have only five loaves and two fish. But after Jesus blesses the bread, there is enough for everyone. And the Bible tells us that Jesus doesn’t feed the crowd himself. He gives the loaves to the disciples, and then the disciples feed the people.
That’s exactly what we are challenged to do today: To take what Jesus gives us and share it with others. “You give them something to eat,” he says to us, and then he gives us what we need to feed the world around us. We do this when we cook meals for needy neighbors in the church kitchen. We do this when we pledge our money to the mission and ministry of the church. We do this when we welcome visitors to a service of worship. We do this when pick up tools and build affordable housing with groups such as Habitat for Humanity.
So, where do you go when life becomes chaotic and overwhelming? Go to your shepherd Lord, the one who gives you everything you need. God offers you water, food, protection and hospitality. And then God challenges you to show the compassion of Jesus, feeding others with the resources you have been given.
“Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life,” promises Psalm 23, “and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever” (v. 6). This is the place to live and share with others, when everything happens so much.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Acts 2:42-47
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Are We a Casserole Congregation? (Or substitute “Church” or “Community” for “Congregation.”) The Green Bean Casserole was invented by Campbell’s in 1955 to help sell its soup. You know what I’m talking about. You take some French-cut green beans, a can of cream of mushroom soup and some french-fried onions. Throw the first two ingredients into the oven, sprinkle the onions on later and voila! You have the most famous church potluck casserole ever invented. Maybe you could serve up some of this stuff after church in the lobby. Trot out some humorous jokes about church potlucks, and so on. The preaching point of all this is the text in verse 44: “All who believed were together. …” They studied together; they prayed together; they were at the temple together; they broke bread together. The early church was a church that was together. They were a church that had it all together. Work on the implications of that reality.
What Does the Text Say?
Despite its brevity, this passage offers a remarkably extensive glimpse of the nascent church in Jerusalem. These six verses succinctly describe the response of the initial converts after they had “welcomed [Peter’s] message” (v. 41).
Verse 42 functions in two ways. First, it’s a précis that identifies four foci of the fledgling faith community: “the apostles’ teaching and fellowship … the breaking of bread and the prayers.” Second, it serves as a bridge between Peter’s sermon and the early contours of the church outlined in verses 43-47. These verses unexpectedly provide a rich portrait of the church’s embryonic days than otherwise might be expected from such a compact set.
The first characteristic addressed describes the relationship between the broader community and the church’s leadership: “Awe came upon everyone [egineto de pash yuch foboV]” (v. 43; cf. 2:15-22). Beyond that broad public reaction to the “many wonders and signs … done by the apostles,” believers lived in fellowship with one another (i.e., “were together”) and shared their possessions (vv. 44-45). Verses 46-47a then specify the ways in which the first disciples “were together” — they were “together in the temple … broke bread at home … praising God.” Appropriately, they had “the goodwill of all the people … [as] day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved” (v. 47b).

John 10:1-10
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Best, Best-Selling Self-Help Book Ever? You know the answer, but it’s still a good teaser. You could ask people ahead of time to bring in their favorite self-help book. You might have a few on your shelf. Go to Amazon.com and search under the book category for “self-help.” Then jot down some titles and rattle them off or browse the self-help section at your local bookstore. The point is, people are starving, they’re hungry, they’re dying to learn how to improve themselves, to be better people, or to learn how to live the good life. Jesus never promised an easy life — that’s probably what people want — but he did promise an “abundant” life. Hold up your Bible. It’s the best, best-selling self-help book ever, and it has led millions of people to discover how to live a life of meaning and significance.
What Does the Text Say?
Jesus uses pastoral metaphors to convey truths about his person and his followers. Verses 1-6 focus on the sheepfold and the gate. Although the shepherd will use the main gate, thieves and robbers will sneak in by another way. The shepherd, therefore, is made manifest by the use of the gate and by the fact that the sheep recognize him, and he calls each by name. Verses 3-5 focus specifically on the fact that the sheep know the shepherd’s voice. They trust it, and this allows them to obey when he calls and follow him wherever he goes. If a stranger tried to lead the sheep out, they wouldn’t follow but rather would scatter, for they don’t recognize any other’s voice. The image here is one of tender care, of an established relationship and deep trust. Verse 6 tells us that those listening didn’t comprehend what Jesus was saying. Turning the metaphor on its head, this doesn’t prove that Jesus isn’t the shepherd but rather that they aren’t his sheep.
Jesus changes the metaphor slightly in verses 7-10, in response to the incomprehension. Jesus speaks of John’s great “I am” statements in verse 7: “I am the gate/door.” This time, the metaphor is less whether the robbers enter through the gate but whether the sheep do. Anyone who enters through Jesus, the gate, can then go out, be saved and be fed. Although the thief came only for harm, Jesus says he came so the sheep might have overflowing life.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

In a consumer-oriented society, it is extremely difficult to hear the simple but radical message of Psalm 23: God is the only necessity of life! … Driven by greed rather than need, we can hardly imagine having only the necessities of life — food, drink, shelter/protection. Clever advertisers have succeeded in convincing us that what former generations considered incredible luxuries are now basic necessities. To say in our prosperous context that God is the only necessity of life sounds hopelessly quaint and naïve. Then again … to make Psalm 23 our words is to affirm that we do not need to worry about our lives (or our deaths). God will provide, and God’s provision is grounded in the reality of God’s reign. 
—J. Clinton McCann Jr., “The Book of Psalms,” The New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 1996), 769.

##

The Iona Community always connects food to faith, whether communion is being celebrated in the Abbey, tea and cookies are being served in the refectory, or lunch is being shared on the Machair during the pilgrimage. On this rugged island eating and drinking become part of a person’s connection to God’s good creation, a link that is easy to make in a “thin place” like Iona, where the barrier between earth and heaven is almost transparent. Food tastes good on Iona because it is eaten in a place where the glory of God is experienced in creation — in the wind on the beach that evokes the story of creation in which “a wind from God swept over the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:2), and in the power of the water around the island, which brings to mind both the destruction of the Egyptians in the Red Sea and the rebirth that comes through Christian baptism. The whole experience on Iona puts you in touch with the elemental and the eternal, whether you are feeling the wind, looking out over the water, sharing lunch in a grassy field, or receiving the bread and wine of communion in the ancient stone Abbey.
—Henry G. Brinton, The Welcoming Congregation: Roots and Fruits of Christian Hospitality (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 58.

##

When the world spins crazy,
spins wild and out of control
spins toward rage and hate and violence,
spins beyond our wisdom and nearly beyond our faith,
When the world spins in chaos as it does now among us …
We are glad for sobering roots that provide ballast in the storm.
So we thank you for our rootage in communities of faith,
for our many fathers and mothers who have believed and trusted as firm witnesses to us,
for their many stories of wonder, awe, and healing …
And when we meet you hiddenly,
we find the spin not so unnerving,
because from you the world again has a chance
for life and sense and wholeness.
We pray midst the spinning, not yet unnerved,
but waiting and watching and listening,
for you are the truth that contains all our spin. Amen.
—Excerpt from Walter Brueggemann, Awed to Heaven, Rooted in Earth: Prayers of Walter Brueggemann (Fortress, 2002). Full prayer here:
https://infinitelywriting.wordpress.com/2020/05/31/when-the-world-spins-crazy/.
Retrieved October 24, 2022.

##

Providence is the assurance that God, the Creator of all things, does not “walk away” from what God created. God is continually involved with the creation. God upholds the creation, sustaining it. God also leads and guides creation to move to and through God’s purposes. As the Westminster Shorter Catechism put it: “God’s works of providence are his most holy, wise, and powerful preserving and governing all his creatures, and all their actions” (Q. 11). …
As Christians, we see God’s general providence in the divine purposes at work in the world around us — in nature and with people; as well as God’s special providence in working in our own lives in ways we can recognize as God’s ongoing leading and guiding us, sustaining us with every breath we take.
Yet God’s providence is not always clear and apparent to us. … This is pointed to in the famous story of the aftermath of Winston Churchill’s defeat in the election for Prime Minister. Churchill lost. His wife, Clementine, tried to cheer him up by saying that Churchill’s defeat might be “a blessing in disguise.” Churchill gloomily replied, “At the moment it seems quite effectively disguised.” We know of what Sir Winston spoke! …
The 17th-century theologian and pastor, Stephen Charnock … discusses the mystery of providence. God’s providence is “mysterious” to us. This mystery can seem “dark” to us when we do not understand what God is doing in our lives — and especially when we think we may know a “better way” for God to be at work! …
Charnock notes that “dark Providences are often the groundwork of some excellent piece [God] is about to discover [display] to the world.” Charnock cites biblical examples: Sarah had been barren and then God “brings out the root of a numerous progeny” (Gen. 17:15-22). Jacob suffered a wound in his wrestling match; then was blessed (Gen. 32:22-32) … In the words — and experience — of the Psalmist: “Weeping may linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning” (Ps. 30:5).
—Donald McKim, “Trusting God’s Providence,” Bridge Ministries website, March 19, 2022.
https://bridgeminlaredo.org/trusting-gods-providence/.
Retrieved October 31, 2022.

##

The world of ecology is so exciting because we’re recognizing from all of the scientific disciplines that the entire nature of the biological and physical universe is absolutely relational. We’ve discovered that when we change one factor, everything changes. I was watching a show on birds recently, and I learned about red knots that migrate annually all the way from Tierra del Fuego to certain Arctic islands north of Hudson Bay. Thousands of miles! I said to myself, “Wouldn’t they be happier if they did not do that every year?” But no, this is their destiny, to fly north some 9,000 miles each season. They stop in the middle of their journey on particular beaches along the Delaware Bay. There they always ate the recently laid, protein-rich eggs of horseshoe crabs. Those eggs would give them enough energy to get all the way to the Arctic.
Well, we good Americans decided that horseshoe crabs were sort of ugly and not very useful for many things, but they do make excellent bait … So we started using them for fish bait and killing these crabs indiscriminately. It took about 10 years to recognize that the beautiful red knot might soon be extinct! … As soon as horseshoe crabs were more protected against use as bait, we saw a return of the lovely little red knot. …
Now this example might seem like such a simple, unimportant thing. And yet a spiritual seer, one we would call a mystic, would recognize that God did not create horseshoe crabs or red knots for no reason. They are a part of the entire ecology or spiritual plan. But we have to be curious to see it!
This is a differently shaped universe than many of us thought — and leads to a very differently shaped spirituality. As Bill Plotkin says, spirituality becomes a “sinking back into the source of everything.”
—Richard Rohr, “Daily Meditation for January 19, 2022, Everything Is Connected.” Rohr cites Bill Plotkin, Soulcraft: Crossing into the Mysteries of Nature and Psyche (Novato, Calif.: New World Library, 2003), 45.
https://cac.org/daily-meditations/everything-is-connected-2022-01-19/.
Retrieved October 31, 2022.

##

[In his novel, Godric, Frederick Buechner gives voice to an obscure saint, a wandering monk of the ancient Celtic church. The “Wear” of which Godric speaks is the name of a river he considers to have holy properties.]
“Praise, praise!” I croak. Praise God for all that’s holy, cold, and dark. Praise him for all we lose, for all the river of the years bears off. Praise him for stillness in the wake of pain. Praise him for emptiness. And as you race to spill into the sea, praise him yourself, old Wear. Praise him for dying and the peace of death.
In the little church I built of wood for Mary, I hollowed out a place for him. Perkin brings him by the pail and pours him in. Now that I can hardly walk, I crawl to meet him there. He takes me in his chilly lap to wash me of my sins. Or I kneel down beside him till within his depths I see a star.
Sometimes this star is still. Sometimes she dances. She is Mary’s star. Within that little pool of Wear she winks at me. I wink at her. The secret that we share I cannot tell in full. But this much I will tell. What’s lost is nothing to what’s found, and all the death that ever was, set next to life, would scarcely fill a cup.
—Frederick Buechner, Godric: A Novel (Harper Collins, 1983).

##

As I was walking through Kollen Park in Holland, Michigan along the shoreline of Lake Macatawa, I overtook a young mother and her two daughters. The younger daughter, maybe 4 years old, was forging ahead and the older daughter, maybe 10 years old, was in conversation with her mother.
As I passed I heard the mother say, “Would you rather have one flower or 20 flowers?” I had no idea what in the conversation led to that question, but the older daughter answered, “I’d rather have 20 flowers,” and she looked in my direction. …
Would this young woman, I wondered, ever hear a counter truth, someone who would tell her that one thing in life could be more than enough? …
I started to ruminate on the theme of “one thing” in Scripture. I thought of Jesus’ encounter with the rich young ruler: “‘There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.’ But when he heard this, he became sad; for he was very rich (Luke 18:22-23).” The rich young ruler had acquired many things in life, things that gave him standing in the community, both moral points for fulfilling the law and material wealth. But the many was the enemy of the one. With his many acquisitions, his heart was divided and distracted. He could not find the one, narrow path.
I thought about the story in which Martha came to Jesus complaining about her sister Mary who was not helping her prepare for the upcoming meal. To this complaint the Lord answered: “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her (Luke 10:41).” Many things worry and distract us to the point that we, like Martha, can no longer see the one crucial thing standing right in front of us, the better part of life that can never be taken from us.
In his response to both the rich young ruler and Martha, Jesus is reminding his followers of the Shema and applying its truth to everyday life. Moses implored the people of Israel: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5). …
So I want to say to that little girl walking with her mother and sister along the shore of Lake Macatawa: Do not listen to the peddlers of our materialist culture; let not your heart be distracted by many things. There is a fullness that is emptiness, and an emptiness that is fullness. An empty heart has more space for God and, filled with the love of God, has more awareness of the world so loved by God and more courage to engage the forces that threaten to undo it.
I want to say to that little girl that there is one flower more beautiful than 20 other flowers, one worthy of your full attention, a lily crowned with thorns.
—Tom Boogaart, “One Flower or Twenty Flowers,” Reformed Journal, August 20, 2022.
https://blog.reformedjournal.com/2022/08/20/one-flower-or-twenty-flowers/.
Retrieved October 31, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Psalm 23
Psalm 23 is at or near the top of everyone’s list of favorite psalms. What is there about it that draws us so strongly? This psalm, as others, was written to be sung. The Hebrew mizmor comes from a root word meaning to make music or to sing (praises), often with instruments. “Psalm” is a transliteration of the LXX Greek yalmoV, a song of praise. Psalm 23 probably has more musical settings than any other OT passage. The psalm uses two primary metaphors: shepherd/sheep and host/guest. We are sheep in that we have a tendency (individually and in “flocks”) to wander off without guidance, to get into dangerous situations from which we cannot rescue ourselves. Shepherds provide protection from human and animal predators, guidance to adequate safe grazing and water, rescue from precarious circumstances and healing from wounds. Isaiah 53:6a notes, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way.” In 1 Peter 2:25, we read, “For you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.” Isaiah 40:11 (NLT) indicates: “[The LORD] will feed his flock like a shepherd. He will carry the lambs in his arms, holding them close to his heart.” Even David, musician-poet, youth-shepherd, warrior general, then king of Israel, knew that he needed the Lord (YHWH/Yahweh) to be his own good shepherd.
So, David calls the Lord “my shepherd” (v. 1a). Notice the first-person language (I, my, me) throughout, the third-person language (the Lord, he, his) in verses 1-3, and the second-person language (you, your) in verses 4-5. “Shepherd” is from the Hebrew verb with the core meaning of to tend, feed/graze in a pasture and protect. It has the metaphorical meaning of one who leads or guides, especially God and kings. For King David as shepherd, see 2 Samuel 5:1-2; Psalm 78:70-72. It is quite biblical to say that God is the Good Shepherd of his people; see Genesis 48:15; 49:24; Jeremiah 23:1-4; 31:10; Ezekiel 34:11-16a; Micah 2:12; Isaiah 40:10-11; Psalms 28:9; 78:52-53a; 80:1a; 95:7; 100:3. In Psalm 23, David makes this quite personal. (BTW, “pastor” comes from the Latin word for shepherd, as pastors are to be God’s good under-shepherds. See 1 Peter 5:1-4; Acts 20:28; Jeremiah 3:15.)
“[W]ant” (v. 1b) is from the verb meaning to lack, to be needy, to be devoid of. Hence the many translations that say, “I lack nothing,” “I shall not be in want” (NIV) or “I have everything I need” (TEV). Because the Lord is our shepherd, we lack for nothing. The fuller meaning of verse 2a is, “He lets me lie down and rest in pastures of tender new grass.” (The “he makes me” language sounds coercive, something foreign to this psalm.) Then, verse 2b (translated more fully): “He leads me with care to gentle, safe waters which foster rest.” See Hebrews 4:9-10 and Revelation 14:13 about Sabbath rest and eternal rest from labor.
“[H]e restores my soul” (3a) is better translated “… my life.” Tanakh has “He renews my life.” Nephesh can also mean breath, strength or appetite (even yearning). In context, verse 3a may mean that in God we catch our breath and get our life back. The Shepherd leads (using a different Hebrew word) us along “right paths” (to safety) or “paths of righteousness” “for his name’s sake” (NET has “for the sake of his reputation”; Tanakh and NJB have “as befits his name”).
The NRSV of verse 4a reveals two understandings of the Hebrew word tsalmawet: “Even though I walk through the darkest valley [or the valley of the shadow of death, per NRSV note].” NLT also has “the darkest valley,” with the alternate “the dark valley of death.” Tanakh has “a valley of deepest darkness.” NJB combines the two by translating “Even were I to walk in a ravine as dark as death I should fear no danger, for you are at my side.” The well-known Isaiah 9:2 uses tsalmawet: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness — on them light has shined” (emphasis added). The essential meaning of the word is profound darkness, but, in context, it has undertones of deadly danger, through which the Shepherd guides us, one step at a time.
Verse 4a continues with “I fear no evil; for you are with me.” “Evil” is ra’ — a general word for evil, injury or distress. NET and NJB have “danger.” Tanakh and NAB have “harm.” Our fear of danger is obviated by God’s presence — “you are with me” (meaning “you are standing by my side, keeping me company”). “God is with us” is the central affirmation of the entire Bible. God’s rod and staff are sources of deep calming comfort, consolation, encouragement and reassurance. (Isaiah 40:1 doubles the same Hebrew word: “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.”) The rod could be used to count sheep or as a protective weapon (also it’s the word used for a king’s scepter). Staff (the shepherd’s walking stick or crook) essentially means something one can trustingly lean on for support. Psalm 23:4 provides God’s comfort and strength to people facing difficulties, including their own or someone else’s dying or death; Psalm 23’s frequent use in funerals attests to that. See 2 Corinthians 1:3-4.
There is a shift in metaphor, though not meaning, in verse 5. God hospitably greets his guest with a customary anointing of oil upon the head (see Luke 7:44-46). God is like a king who has prepared a sumptuous royal feast, with a table laden with tasty food and an overflowing cup of wine. The emphasis is on close table fellowship with the Host. In the ancient Near East, the obligations of hospitality included protecting a guest from enemies.
The psalmist is confident that God’s goodness (from tob, meaning God’s good things of practical benefit, well-being, pleasantness) and mercy (hesed, meaning steadfast love, loving-kindness and covenant loyalty) will follow/accompany him (actually pursue him) all the days of his life. So, he says (in NJB): “I make my home in the house of Yahweh for all time to come.” The expression would normally mean God’s tabernacle or temple; in context, it can mean God’s royal heavenly home. “[M]y whole life long” (v. 6b in NRSV) comes from the Hebrew expression meaning “for length of days.” In its OT context, it means simply “for many long years” (Tanakh) or “for years to come” (NAB). But Christians, in the light of the NT, understandably take it to mean “forever.”
The NT asserts that Jesus Christ, the “Lamb of God,” is also God’s ultimate Good Shepherd; see Matthew 2:6 (citing Micah 5:2); Luke 15:1-7 (contextually); 19:10; John 10, especially 11-18 and 27-30; Hebrews 13:20-21; 1 Peter 2:24-25 (in the light of Isaiah 53:5-6); 5:1-4; Revelation 7:17. We can live by Psalm 23’s profession of confidence in our caring God, who guides us along the journey and is with us forevermore. It is to the “Loving Shepherd of Thy Sheep” that we pray, “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us.”

CHILDREN’S SERMON Psalm 23
Show the children a shepherd’s staff and ask them if they know what it is. Invite them to pretend for a minute that they are sheep. Ask them, “If I came after you with this staff, how would you feel? Scared? Sad? Happy?” Let them know that although they might be scared at first, they would eventually be happy. Why? Because a shepherd’s staff has many wonderful uses: (1) to pull you out of a hole; (2) to hit a wild animal trying to eat you; (3) to gently nudge you onto the right path. If you are a sheep, the staff is used to help you, to make you happy. Remind the children that Psalm 23 tells us that the Lord is our shepherd. Sometimes God seems scary, but he always wants to help us and make us happy.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
One: We are led
All: Beside still waters.
One: We are fed
All: At a huge banquet table.
One: We are accompanied
All: Through valleys of shadow and death.
One: We are guided
All: To do justice and righteousness.
One: We are anointed,
All: Blessed and filled.
One: We sing
All: Of God’s goodness and mercy.
—Based on Psalm 23

Prayers — General 
Lord God in heaven, today we gather as your people to worship you in spirit and truth. We celebrate your life in us and celebrate your body, the church. Help us to reflect your love for us with the love we have for each other. It is with great joy that we come before you today, joined by your Spirit. Thank you for your love and mercy shown to us. Thank you that we can comfort another with the same love and mercy that has comforted us. Praise be to you, our shepherd. We are your people, the sheep of your pasture. Help us today to understand more fully how you have made us to live together and serve each other. Help us to understand your plan for your body and to give you praise. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
You have come together as members of Christ’s body. You have drunk once again of the Holy Spirit. Now go and share your spiritual gifts in service to God’s world. If you are a foot, walk the path of justice. If you are a hand, touch others for the sake of healing. If you are an eye, remain open to visions of God’s kingdom. If you are an ear, listen for God’s word, especially in the world’s pain. As the Spirit uses you to re-create the body of Christ, may you know the powerful love of the One who created you, the touching grace of the One who redeemed you, and the indwelling life of the One who gives you strength. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
He Leadeth Me
The Lord’s My Shepherd, I’ll Not Want
Praise to the Lord, the Almighty
Worship and Praise* 
The King of Love My Shepherd Is (Baker, Wright)
In the House (Crowder)
Psalm 23 (Surely Goodness, Surely Mercy) (Barnard)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday of Easter, Cycle A
Acts 2:42-47
Psalm 23
1 Peter 2:19-25
John 10:1-10
