
Psalm 23; Luke 15:1-7  

This week’s psalm is a powerful confession in the face of our lament last week. We 

shouted and wailed with the psalmist, we shook our fists at God. This morning we come 

to God at peace after a storm. This psalm has been written as a response to God’s 

provision in the darkest valley. The author has been through the darkest valley, through 

pain and despair of it, through fist shaking and fear – and emerged on the other side 

unscathed, even though deeply touched by what happened to him.  

I hope and pray this is the experience of all of us and that all of us can recite this psalm 

with confidence. We have lived through the darkest times but God stood beside us and 

provided for us in his great faithfulness. That’s why we trust that God for the future. 

Because we know this God as caring, as the one who leads us to still waters, who guides 

our steps, who protects us, looks after us and who does all of this every day of our lives.  

The very first verse is striking: I lack nothing. The media tells us every day that we need 

more and better and faster. Every day I get e-mails convincing me that I need another 

holiday break, another bestseller that’s just come out or another summer dress. They of 

course have no idea that summer dresses have no use whatsoever in cold and windy 

Orkney! This counter-cultural message: I lack nothing, is puzzling and freeing. It makes 

us stop in our tracks of pursuit of yet another whatever it is that we need at the moment.  

The next sentence stops us in our tracks even more: He makes me lie down in green 

pastures. He needs to make me lie down as I wouldn’t have chosen to. In our pursuit of 

things and experiences, in our need to prove ourselves to ourselves and to others we often 

forget about lying down, resting and simply being in God’s presence. It’s not a priority as 

it seemingly doesn’t achieve anything. The culture around us, including the Christian 

culture around us, labels us as lazy and looks down on us if we do take time off. But how 

can we be productive and, what’s more important, in tune with God’s will for our lives if 

we don’t take time to be still? To know where God is leading us? 

It’s been a sobering experience to go to the First Five Years in Ministry conference and 

realize how many ministers are off work because of stress and burnout. The task of 

ministry is never done – there’s always more people to look after, more e-mails to be 

sent, more muffins to be baked etc. etc. etc. It never ends. People’s expectations never 

end. People’s disappointment with ministers never ends. So folk crumble under the 

weight of the impossible task.  

In April at the Path of Renewal conference we were encouraged to introduce one small 

change that would address this issue. One small, doable change that will help address the 

balance and make us look after ourselves and our spiritual life. I’ve chosen not to check 

my e-mails after 9 pm at night until the following morning. I know it sounds ridiculous 

but I used to never stop. I used to wake up in the middle of the night and first thing was to 

check e-mails – because there might be something requiring my attention. At 2 am. So 

now no e-mails after 9 pm until the following morning. It’s unbelievably hard but I’ll 

persevere. So that God doesn’t need to make me lie down and pay attention. 



‘Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; 

your rod and your staff, they comfort me.’ The Psalmist knows that there is evil in the 

world. He knows it firsthand. There is injustice, suffering, pain, illness, enemies. But 

what makes a difference is God’s presence in the midst of trouble. He’s the shield, the 

comfort, the strength. After a heartfelt lament comes the realization that God is the 

stronghold we can rely on. This is a mature, experienced and seasoned trust that’s seen 

the worst and has come through it with God’s help. 

The last part of the psalm starts with the assertion: You prepare a table before me in the 

presence of my enemies. How easy do you find relaxing in the presence of your enemies? 

Nearly impossible to do! And yet, God feeds us at his table come what may, come who 

may. He’s got our backs covered. 

Robb McCoy in his fatpastor blog puts an interesting spin on this passage. He asks: 

‘What if the enemy is within? I’ve sat with myself on dark and lonely nights. 

What if the enemy is my own apathy? I’ve walked by pain, turned a blind eye to the 

suffering of my neighbor. 

What if the enemy is my own comfort? I’ve chosen to settle for the inertia of inaction 

over disrupting the status quo. 

What if the enemy is my own pride? I’ve avoided the one that hurt me. I’ve held onto 

bitterness, even when the taste in my mouth was too much to bear. 

What if the enemy is my own fear? I’ve walked away from persecution, and 

participated in unjust systems for fear of the wrath would be turned onto me. (…) 

Still, God meets me there.’
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You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. Even if those enemies are 

within me. What a powerful statement of ultimate forgiveness and unconditional love and 

blessing. You bless me even despite me.  

I’d like to continue in this vein of turning the tables on ourselves as we listen to the 

following story from Rev Rosemary Brown: ‘we were camping in Colorado, and we were 

driving over Trail Ridge Road one day. We were seeing rainbows dance from ridge to 

ridge in those majestic Rocky Mountains. We were watching snowflakes fall as the sun 

turned them into crystals of great beauty, when all of a sudden we came upon this lush, 

green, flat pasture and there in the field was a flock of sheep. I hit the brakes, threw 

everybody in the car out of their seats. I grabbed my camera and ran across the road and 

began acting like a tourist as I snapped pictures of those white sheep against that 

awesome green grass. Then I looked out in the field and saw at a distance the shepherd. 

Now, mind you, he didn't look like a Christmas card. He was sitting on the back of a 
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covered wagon wearing cowboy boots and a cowboy hat and he was strumming a guitar. 

As I was observing this pastoral scene, suddenly out of my peripheral vision I realized 

that a little lamb was nibbling its way toward a deep ravine in the earth. I began to holler 

at the shepherd, "Pay attention! Look here! Look!" when all of a sudden, out of nowhere, 

came a dog. He circled that flock and went straight for the little fellow in danger. He 

nipped at his heels. He barked in his face, and he just forced him right back to safety. And 

then I understood what Jesus was telling me about the ninety and nine. The shepherd 

could go off and look for the lost sheep because the shepherd had a good dog. 

Now that reassurance that God can be trusted in every situation takes on a meaningful 

twist. The question becomes, "Can God trust us?" You see, I believe that each one of us 

is symbolically a watchdog. The Good Shepherd depends on us to keep watch over his 

children, and the flock represents all people everywhere, for we are all "sheep in his 

pasture." Certainly many of us will have skills and the gifts of perceptivity to go and 

bring persons who have put their heads down and just nibbled their way into danger back 

into the fold. But I believe that all of us--all of us--must keep watch over the fold. How 

many people in your place of worship have just walked away? They didn't mean to get 

lost, and you and I were not paying attention. We didn't call when they were sick. We 

didn't take time to run by the funeral home when they lost a loved one to death. We didn't 

send congratulations when they received a promotion or their child excelled in school. 

You know what I'm talking about. We just weren't paying attention and so they just went 

away feeling uncared for and insignificant to the flock.’
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All of us are significant and cared for. God does offer confirmation, affirmation, love and 

care. Let’s draw from it and let’s pass it on, knowing that even if we fail, even if the 

enemy is within, the table will still be set before us. Because still, he meets us there. 

Amen.  

                                                 
2
 http://day1.org/631-trustworthy.  

http://day1.org/631-trustworthy

