 EXTRA RESOURCE: Reflection on the 23rd Psalm (NRSVA)
For stimulating thought OR for a meditation in Worship for 2 or 3 voices

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want

[bookmark: _Hlk132914447]A 1st century shepherd provided for the sheep in his care in every way.  The shepherd provided food, water, protection – what more could a sheep want? 

Our heavenly Shepherd cares for us in every way too.  We are provided with all that we ultimately need – even though our circumstances may be difficult or lacking – and we are divinely protected on a deep spiritual level.

He makes me lie down in green pastures

The shepherd seeks out safe places for the sheep to lie down and rest and, if these are in green pastures, then the sheep have plenty to eat along the way.

God gives us rest, refreshment and nourishment – if we will let go and rest in God.

He leads me besides still waters

The sheep needs the water to be still to drink, running water will not be accessible.

For us, the still waters quench our spiritual thirst, but the image of the green pasture and the still water also take us to a place of peace, tranquillity and restoration. 

[bookmark: _Hlk132915376]He restores my soul.

The psalmist has been imagining themselves as a sheep, but they now become distinctly human – they have a human soul.

If our soul is disturbed, or impoverished, or drained, then God is always our restorer.

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

It is the sheep is speaking again.  The shepherd leads his sheep along paths that are known, tried and trusted.

If God is leading, then the paths must be the right ones!  Right because they are the paths of righteousness, but also right because God has the perfect way for each of us.

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil.

The sheep cannot always be taken through comfortable terrain; paths will inevitably go through dark places. There will be environments where wild animals and other dangers lurk.  However, the sheep always has the shepherd for protection, so there is no fear.

We too cannot always travel on light and airy paths.  Sometimes the journey is very dark indeed and yet – God is with us – so what need we fear?

For you are with me; your rod and your staff they comfort me.

Here are reasons why no evil is feared. The shepherd is ever present with implements of protection and encouragement. The rod was used for prodding and protecting; the staff was used for guiding, hooking, pulling.

If God too is ever-present and will protect and guide like the shepherd does with the sheep, then we are in completely safe hands.
[bookmark: _Hlk132917736]He prepares a table before me in the presence of my enemies.

The psalmist has again switched to human mode as they picture God’s invitation to a meal.  God is the host and it is the psalmist who is being served.  The fact that enemies are present means that the one invited to the meal is protected and safe.

We too are invited to a table where God is the host and where enemies have no power.

He anoints my head with oil, my cup overflows. 

Shepherds applied oil to the sheep where there was injury.  In the Old Testament human world, the host would anoint a guest with oil as well as offering plentiful refreshment.  Both sheep and human here are on the receiving end of lavish and abundant goodness.

We too are honoured guests; we too are offered oil that both honours and heals, we are given refreshment from a cup that is full to overflowing – here is richness indeed.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long.

There is no sheep imagery at the end of the psalm as we are left with a soothing juxtaposition of ideas. The psalmist is on a journey with goodness and mercy in attendance; at the same time, he has taken up permanent residence in God’s house.

The Good Shepherd has been providing for us, leading us, protecting us. We have been honoured guests at a meal with an abundance of provision. Now we are being attended by goodness and mercy and love. The overall result is that we want to be living constantly in God’s presence, never straying from God’s presence, acceptance and protection.
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