
I Shall Not Want 
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  Psalm 23, an interesting choice for after Easter 

 

When I say, “The Lord is my shepherd,” what pops right up into our minds?  For 

most of us, I’ll bet it’s the rest of that verse & the title of my sermon – “I shall not want.” The 

Lord is my shepherd – I shall not want.   All week I’ve thought about that phrase.  Eugene 

Peterson translated it, “God my Shepherd! I don’t need a thing!”  Another translated it, 

“Yahweh is my shepherd, I lack nothing.”    Hymn #516 says, “The Lord my shepherd 

guards me well, and all my wants are fed.”   A musical setting from my past said, “Because 

the Lord is my shepherd, I have everything that I need.”  

I shall not want.  Wow – that’s a powerful statement in today’s world – very counter-

cultural.  I have everything that I need?  I don’t want anything?  Are we sure that’s not un-

American?  What are the poor advertisers going to play on?  How are companies going to 

market to me?  I’m not going to be a help to the economy if I don’t spend on things; I’m not 

a good consumer; everyone will get ahead of me of I don’t play the game; what kind of 

person will I be without being the first one on my block to have the newest device? Or the 

biggest, most powerful device?   

Most of what goes on around us these days is driven by wanting something – 

advertisers try and make me want something by playing on my fears and self-esteem – 

because it works.  Most of it is so obvious that I can’t believe we are swayed by it.  I mean, 

the obvious use of sexy-looking women are used to sell everything from cars to deodorant 

to gym clubs and to fast food– yet it seems to work – somewhere inside we think we’ll be 

sexier or attract sexier women if we use their product, buy their car, shine our floors, floss 

our teeth,  wear designer jeans or whatever.  And they play so obviously on our 

insecurities: our fears of being left out, or considered a dork, or the last one chosen for the 

team, or failing to be the top winner.  Really cool people eat at such and so fast food place, 

or get special coffee, can do 5 applications on their cell phone at once, or whatever.  Its 

always so obvious – and yet we are still hooked.   They play on our fears of illness and loss: 

who will take care of your children if you die?  Get our insurance.  What will you do if you 

get some disease?   Lose your hearing?  Can’t walk?  Get our device.    



Most of us want shiny things, better things anyhow – maybe our faith ancestors 

were insightful when they made Adam & Eve want the apple.  I think that with the 

bombardment of advertising, however,  we’ve been so sensitized to wanting things, 

wanting coolness, wanting to be a winner, that it barely takes a tap on that “want” to trigger 

our desire any more.  They can be as obvious as they want, and we’re hooked – our 

“wanting” bites the hook.   

The other week, Tom & Betty Lou took me to Rockbridge, and we watched some fly 

fishermen standing upstream from a whole bunch of trout that we could see clearly, all 

facing upstream, where evidently good insects were floating down to them.  But those fish 

were good at telling the fake flies from the real flies – they didn’t bite the lures.  We could 

see all these trout, maybe 50 or more just sitting there with their mouths open and ready – 

and the fishermen only had one or two caught.  Those fish are smarter than us – mostly 

they didn’t bite the fake insects; we often can’t tell the real thing from the fake – we just 

want it anyway.    

Importance doesn’t come from having a cool car.  Worth doesn’t come from a new 

phone.  Love doesn’t come from hair products.  Self-esteem doesn’t come from dinner rolls.  

Purpose doesn’t come from a fast computer.  We know that – but it seems to be awfully 

easy to fool us, because we want it all.  I do.  My kids do.  Your kids do.  We all do.   

I read about a survey that showed that our wants grew proportionately to what we 

already had; that is, the more we have, the more we want.  People’s dissatisfaction with 

what they had grew as they had more, and in direct proportion to how much they already 

had.  No one was happy with what they had, and the more they had, the unhappier they 

were with it.  That just doesn’t make sense, does it?  Evidently its like an addiction – pretty 

soon it takes more to reach the same level of numbness as before.  More pain-killer, more 

dope, more food, more alcohol, more money, more clothes, more stuff.     

Sometimes I whine to myself, “If only such and so were taken care of, I could breathe 

easier.”  No, I’d want something else.  “If only I had a newer car….if only I had pretty 

furniture….if only my house would sell….if only I had more money…..if only, if only…”  But I 

k now myself enough to know that there’s always another if only.  Whatever it is in me that 

is unsatisfied, isn’t filled by more things.   Whatever the anxiety is, things don’t make it go 



away.  More won’t make me say, “I shall not want.”  More actually seems to make us want 

more.   

In a world like this, saying “I shall not want” is pretty subversive.  Jesus makes this 

point over and over and over, in different words and at different times.  Life isn’t made up 

of what we have, he says.  Again, he says, where your heart is, there is your treasure.  And 

tells us we should lay up treasure in heaven.  He tells about a merchant who sold 

everything he owned so he could purchase this one “pearl of great price” – which, Jesus 

said, is how we ought to pursue God’s kingdom.  The disciples were sent out by Jesus 

without even an extra pair of shoes or an extra robe.  The apostle Paul wrote that he had 

learned to be content in whatever situation he was in – and he wrote that when he was in 

prison for preaching.   I shall not want.  The rich young ruler tripped over this, although 

he’d kept all the commandments since he was a child – he couldn’t give away what he had 

to follow Jesus.   

I shall not want is a hard lesson, because it goes to the heart of what we desire and 

what we trust.   I want a lot of things, and I seem to believe that I’d be happier with them 

somehow.  Its almost backwards to try and see the Bible’s point, that if I’m not happy now, 

there are not enough “things” to change it.  It just doesn’t sound like what the world around 

me affirms.   I should always be wanting a bigger house, a better house, a newer car, better 

clothes, better vacations, - and I should try and make more money so I can live better, 

afford better, BE better; improve myself and my status.  In our world view, richer is better.  

Its more successful, more together, more cool, and more worthy.  Having more is our 

national – and maybe international – value.   Theologian Brian Swimme goes on to say that 

malls are our new churches and shopping is our new worship service, and we make 

offerings to it regularly. 

I shall not want.  The Lord is my shepherd, my protector, my guide, my deliverer – 

not anything else or anyone else.  My car is not my protector or my guide.  My shiny floors 

do not deliver me.  Pizza doesn’t satisfy my heart, nor does steak or lobster.  This week I 

spent some money on furniture – but furniture doesn’t lead me to still waters or anoint my 

head with oil.   

A couple years ago in Virginia there were some severe floods, houses washed away, 

people’s whole houseful of possessions destroyed.  What did they say at this moment of 



crisis?  Its just stuff, at least we have each other.   At that moment, they saw true; don’t 

know how long it lasted, but at least for a moment they saw true.  And they realized that the 

most precious things were each other and God.  The Lord’s my shepherd – I shall not want. 

I have everything I need.   

Wanting not only leaves us unsatisfied, it also can make us bitter, resentful, envious 

and angry enough to do things we know we shouldn’t.   Having a lot can make us greedy 

and stingy, and turn us into oppressors as we try and protect what we have.  That’s what 

Jesus meant by the love of money being the root of all evil – it’s the opposite of, “I shall not 

want.”  

Well, we didn’t get past the opening line of Psalm 23, but that’s challenging enough!  

It’s a whole perspective change, a whole turn of the crystal.  God challenges us today, as 

people of all times have been challenged, to be satisfied with God as our shepherd, and not 

to want. AMEN. 

  



Working Preacher 

Commentary on Psalm by J. Clinton McCann 

Everybody knows Psalm 23. In an era of increasing biblical illiteracy, this is an 

encouraging sign.  

But what may concern us about Psalm 23 is its reputation – that is, it is known for the most 

part as a "funeral psalm." To be sure, it is not a bad thing that Psalm 23 speaks palpably 

and powerfully to persons in situations of death and loss; and this ability of Psalm 23 

coheres quite well with its appearance in the lectionary during the season of Easter. After 

all, in my tradition and many others, a funeral service is more properly known as a Service 

of Witness to the Resurrection, which is what we especially remember and affirm during the 

season of Easter. 

 

But what about those days when no one that we know well has died, and there is no funeral 

to preside at or attend? How do we hear, appropriate, and proclaim Psalm 23 on a warm, 

sunny April Sunday morning when life seems quite ordinary, maybe even quite good? To 

begin to address these questions, it is helpful to know that Psalm 23 is not known primarily 

as a "funeral psalm" in other parts of the world.  

 

Consider Philip Jenkins's suggestion, growing out of his experience in the Global South, that 

we North Americans read Psalm 23 as "a political tract": 

 

          Read Psalm 23 as a political tract, a rejection of  

          unjust secular authority. For Africans and Asians,  

          the psalm offers a stark rebuttal to claims by  

          unjust states that they care lovingly for their  

          subjects – while they exalt themselves to the  

          heavens. Christians reply simply, "The Lord is my  

          shepherd – you aren't!" Adding to the power of  

          the psalm, the evils that it condemns are at once  

          political and spiritual, forces of tyranny and  

          the devil. Besides its political role, Psalm 23  

          is much used in services of healing, exorcism  

          and deliverance.1 

 

To virtually no Christian in the United States does it occur to interpret Psalm 23 "as a 

political tract;" and probably never do North American Christians read Psalm 23 expecting to 

be instructed about "the evils that it condemns." 

 

How might we preachers change this situation? To begin with, perhaps we can help people 

consider how we live daily in a context that Douglas John Hall describes as "the kingdom of 

death"2 – that is, we are constantly surrounded by forces that diminish the abundant life 

that God intends. To be sure, most North Americans will not view themselves as victims "of 

unjust secular authority;" and so most North Americans will need help identifying the 

"forces of tyranny" at work among us. Consider, for instance, Thomas Merton's assessment 

of our situation: 

 

          Even though there's a certain freedom in our  

          society, it's largely illusory. Again, it's  

          the freedom to choose your product, but not  

          the freedom to do without it. You have to be 

          a consumer and your identity is to a large  
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          extent determined by your choices, which are  

          very much determined by advertising. Identity  

          is created by ads.3 

 

In a context in which advertising is pervasive – something like an extraordinarily well-

financed educational curriculum – and in which we virtually "have to be a consumer," it is 

not surprising that our society is characterized by what Alan Greenspan, former chair of the 

Federal Reserve, once called "infectious greed."4 

 

Indeed, it may be that greed is one of the primary "forces of tyranny" Psalm 23 condemns 

by way of its simple affirmation that "The LORD is my shepherd, I have everything I need" 

(verse 1; my translation). Notice that what the shepherd provides for the sheep are the 

basic necessities of life – food ("green pastures"), drink ("still waters"), and protection 

("right paths"). In short, the shepherd "keeps me alive"(verse 3a, my translation). In the 

second section of the psalm (verses 5-6), the gracious host also provides the basic 

necessities of life – food ("a table"), drink ("my cup overflows"), and protection ("you anoint 

my head with oil") – leading to a situation of safety and security, or in short, life as God 

intends. 

 

The issue is life; and in accordance with God's character ("see for his name's sake" in verse 

3), God wills and actively works for life (see verse 6a, which is better translated "Surely 

goodness and faithful love will pursue me all the days of my life"). In contrast to us busy 

and industrious North Americans, who are inclined to view life as an achievement – we 

make a living, we say – Psalm 23 affirms that life is essentially a gift.  

 

As such, the appropriate response is not greed, but rather infectious gratitude! Such 

gratitude may even mean that we are free to do without, or at least free to be content with 

enough. It may mean that we do not have to be a consumer. Instead of being compelled to 

consume, we are set free to share, quite literally, for God's sake – to share our food, our 

drink, our sources of security, and to share even with the enemies who are with us at the 

table God prepares (verse 5). 

 

Quite appropriately, M. Douglas Meeks discerns a distinct continuity between the message 

of Psalm 23 and the meal that we Christians call the Eucharist, which means "thanksgiving" 

or "gratitude;" and there are implications for our daily behavior: 

 

          The celebration of the Lord's Supper is under  

          orders from God the Economist and is a concrete  

          instance of God's providential oikonimia  

          [= "the law of the household," the root meaning 

          of the English word "economy"] with  

          implications for all eating and drinking   

          everywhere. For this reason, the disciples of 

          Jesus should pray boldly for daily bread (Luke  

          11:13). They should keep the command to eat  

          and drink, recognizing that it includes the  

          command that they should share daily bread with  

          all God's people. . . Psalm 23 depicts the work  

          of God's economy overcoming  scarcity in God's  

          household [= the world].5 

 

As it turns out, then, Psalm 23 is not only "a political tract," but also an economic 



manifesto! Appropriately for the Easter season, it calls us to life, lived as God intends – in 

humble gratitude to God and in solidarity with God's world-encompassing household.  

Commentary on Psalm by James Howell 

The 23rd Psalm is a perennial favorite.  

And yet for all its familiarity, there may be some nuances to the Psalm we have missed, 

some reflections scholars might share to deepen our sense of the most comforting words 

ever composed. 

 

Consider one four letter word in verse four: thou. The second-person pronoun "thou" is old 

English, a relic from the 1611 King James Version. The vast majority of the time we prefer 

modern translations of the Bible – but Christians cling to a 400 year old translation of Psalm 

23. Why is this? Could it be that elevated language, words with some lineage and dignity, 

are appropriate to the grandeur, the majesty, the immeasurable grace of God who is indeed 

our shepherd? 

 

And here is a fascinating item: James Limburg points out that, in the original Hebrew of 

Psalm 23, there are exactly twenty six words before and after, "Thou art with me."1 Perhaps 

the poet was boldly declaring that God being with us is at the very center of our lives.  

 

God is with us. We are not alone down here. The whole Gospel is that God is with us. Jesus 

was called "Emmanuel," which means "God with us." John Wesley's dying words were, "The 

best of all is, God is with us." God doesn't shelter us from trouble. God doesn't magically 

manipulate everything to suit us. But the glorious with is unassailable, unchangeable, the 

only fact that matters. 

 

This marvelous news draws our attention again to the Thou. For the first three verses of the 

Psalm, God is spoken of in the third person: "The Lord is my shepherd... he leads me... he 

restores my soul." But with the Thou, the third person shifts to second person: "for Thou art 

with me, thy rod... thou preparest a table..." Instead of talking about God, the Psalmist 

begins to talk to God; instead of God in the head, God is a friend in the heart. A 

conversation happens, a relationship grows. This is faith, the only true comfort. 

 

If we genuinely and in the marrow of our being believe that God is with us, then the only 

logical consequence would be, "I shall not want." 

 

We've read it, uttered it, delighted in it: but have we thought about it? Or lived it out in 

reality? I shall not want? Our whole life is about wanting: I want, I shop, I look, and when I 

have it, I want new stuff. In our consumer culture, I shall want, I shall always want. I shall 

never stop all my wanting because the mall entices me with ever new, shiny, unnecessary 

objects, and I am instructed from childhood on to want--and not merely to want, but to 

have. 

 

I shall not want? "The Lord is my shepherd." If the Lord is the shepherd, then I am a sheep, 

and the reason sheep need a shepherd is simple: sheep nibble themselves lost. 

 

Sheep are not brilliant creatures, and we cannot be flattered that the Psalm thinks of us as 

sheep. Leave a sheep without a shepherd, and he nibbles a bit of grass here, wanders over 

there for some more, sees a patch just past that rock; and before you know it the sheep is 

lost, or has fallen into a ravine, or been devoured by a wolf. 

 

The Hebrew original is perhaps better translated, "I shall lack nothing," or "I shall lack no 
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good thing." What do I lack? Well, I lack an iPhone or a house at the coast. I lack a fully-

funded pension and I lack... We can fill in the blank endlessly.  

 

But it is more to ask "What do I lack?" in the sense of "What really matters that I do not 

have?" What, at the hour of death, would I dare not lack? The answers aren't iPhones or 

vacation houses. Jesus spoke with the rich young ruler (Luke 18:18-30), who claimed to be 

good, and had plenty of stuff. What did Jesus say? "One thing you still lack."  

 

We don't lack lots of things: we lack just one. The one thing we lack is intimacy with God. 

The one and only thing that can cause us to say, "I shall not want," or "I lack no good 

thing," is God. Nothing else.  Just the Lord who is a good shepherd to his sheep. 

 

God is our satisfaction. God is good enough. Or, to be truer, God exceeds whatever we may 

think we desire. 

 

If "Thou art with me" is the focal point of the Psalm, and if "I shall not want" is the 

beginning of a new life of being satisfied with God, then the end of our life with God is this: 

"I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever." 

 

Why do we want stuff like iPhones and vacation homes? Is it sheer coveting? I don't think 

so. We want communication devices because we long to connect. We want a house, or a 

better house, because no matter how far we travel, no matter how happy or sad our nuclear 

family might have been, we carry inside a yearning for home. In our mobile society, we may 

be clueless about where that might be, or if it really exists. But we still want, above all else, 

to go home. 

 

Perhaps T.S. Eliot was right: "The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started 

and know the place for the first time."2  Or consider this: if you are lucky, you have fond 

memories of summertime junkets to the home of your grandparents. For me, it was a house 

that is factually small, but as a child it was large in love, in special treats, in cousins and 

fun. It was another home, one without problems or homework or chores, a special place of 

a more unconditional kind of love.  

 

Does God give us such places in our memory so that we will learn to desire the home for 

which God destines us when this life is over? 

 

Isaac Watts often recast Psalms into slightly different language. His metric version of the 

23rd Psalm is eloquent, elegant, and moving: "The sure provisions of my God attend me all 

my days; O may Your House be my abode, and all my work be praise. There would I find a 

settled rest, while others go and come; no more a stranger or a guest, but like a child at 

home."3  

 

Like a child at home. Yes, some children bear the misfortune of a home that is more warfare 

than peace, more division than love. But the fact that we recoil at the idea of any child 

anywhere not enjoying peace and love at home is evidence that God has wired into our 

hearts a keen sense of a proper destiny, which looks like me as a boy at my grandmother's 

table or on my grandfather's lap.  

 

Various happenings in our life strike us as urgent. They make us anxious, or perhaps we 

have some fun or face trials. But it is all a preparation for a grand homecoming, when we 

will "find a settled rest... no more a stranger or a guest, but like a child at home." Or as the 

Psalmist sang, "And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever" (23:6). 



Commentary on Psalm by Nancy deClaissé-Walford 

Psalm 23 is classified as an Individual Psalm of Thanksgiving.  

In this type of psalm, singers praise God for God's goodness in delivering them from various 

life-threatening situations – illness, oppression, enemy attack, etc. In Psalm 23, the psalm 

singer praises God as the good shepherd who guides the psalmist – as shepherds might 

guide the flocks of sheep or goats in their charge – through a myriad of life situations. 

 

The familiarity of the words of the psalm can hinder the reader from truly entering into the 

meaning and intent of its words. Thus the paraphrase of Eugene Peterson might be a helpful 

beginning point for its exegesis. He interprets Psalm 23 in the following way: 

 

God, my shepherd! I don't need a thing. 

You have bedded me down in lush meadows; 

you find me quiet pools to drink from. 

True to your word, you let me catch my breath 

and send me in the right direction. 

Even when the way goes through Death Valley, 

I'm not afraid when you walk by my side. 

Your trusty shepherd's crook makes me feel secure. 

You serve me a six-course dinner 

right in front of my enemies. 

You revive my drooping head; 

my cup brims with blessing. 

Your beauty and love chase after me 

every day of my life. 

I'm back home in the house of God 

for the rest of my life. 

 

"The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want." "God, my shepherd! I don't need a thing." 

Which words are correct, which are true? Both are. The words of Psalm 23 are those of an 

ancestor in our faith who was delivered, in some way, from danger and who praised God for 

help in the midst of that danger. 

 

The psalm singer takes on the role of a sheep or goat, animals herded and cared for by 

shepherds. These are animals that, without the care of a shepherd, would be easy prey for 

other animals in the open grazing land. 

 

In the psalm, the shepherd provides green pastures for grazing, still waters for drinking, 

and right paths for travel from one grazing place to another (verses 2-3). In troubled areas, 

the protection of the shepherd provides safe passage for the flock (verse 4). And even when 

trouble is nearby, the shepherd makes sure that the flock can feed and water in safety and 

can lie down for a night's rest (verse 5). Therefore, the flock can count on continued 

existence because of the faithfulness of the shepherd (verse 6). 

 

Descriptions of God such as those found in Psalm 23 abound in the book of Psalms. God 

cares for, provides for, and protects those who are faithful (see, for instance, Psalms 30, 66, 

91, and 121). This message of Psalm 23 is clear. 

 

But when we examine Psalm 23 in its canonical location within the book of Psalms, new 

insights into its meaning may emerge. Psalm 23 follows Psalm 22, a heartfelt lament, one 

connected with the passion of Jesus in the New Testament. The opening words of Psalm 22 
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are the words spoken by Jesus on the crucifixion cross: "My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?" 

 

Laments in the book of Psalms are structured in a movement of five elements: 

1. Invocation: The psalmist calls on God to listen.  

2. Lament: Next the psalm singer tells God the reason for crying out God.  

3. Petition: Then the psalmist tells God what he/she wants God to do. 

4. Words of Trust: The psalmist recounts why God should be trusted at all by 

remembering God's faithfulness in the past. 

5. Words of Praise: And finally, the psalmist offers words of praise to the Lord. 

 

 

The structure of Psalm 22 exhibits an escalation, a piling up, of elements of the lament. In 

the first strophe words of lament (verse 1-2) are followed by words of trust (verses 3-5). 

The second strophe contains words of lament (verses 6-8), words of trust (verses 9-10), 

and words of petition (verse 11). The third strophe, however, moves directly from words of 

lament (verses 12-18) to words of petition (verses 19-21), with no words of trust 

intervening. 

 

Might we be permitted to read Psalm 23, an individual hymn of thanksgiving, as the words 

of trust that are missing from the last strophe of Psalm 22? 

 

The two psalms share vocabulary and concepts, thus strengthening an argument for 

connecting them. Psalm 23 expresses confidence in God as shepherd to the psalmist. In 

Psalm 22, however, the psalmist accuses God of being far away and not answering the 

psalmist's cry for help; of being silent when those around mock and shake their heads; of 

paying no heed when bulls and lions and dogs and evildoers surround; and of ignoring the 

fact that the psalmist's body is shriveled and emaciated.  

 

Indeed, in Psalm 22, God lays the psalmist in "the dust of death" (verse 15), "because" 

(verse 16), "a band of evildoers surround" (verse 16). The singer cries out, "but you, O 

LORD, do not be far from me" (verses 11, 19), for "trouble is nearby" (verse 11).  

 

In contrast, in Psalm 23, even while walking through "the valley of the shadow of death" 

(verse 4), the psalmist will fear no "evil" (verse 4), "because" (verse 4), "you are with me" 

(verse 4). In fact, God prepares a table for the psalmist "in front of my troublers" (verse 5). 

 

Reading Psalm 23 as a word of trust in answer to the heartfelt lament of Psalm 22 may add 

a new dimension of understanding to both psalms. Connecting them does not diminish the 

individual poetic and theological character of either, but rather creates a powerful statement 

of trust in the Lord.  

 

 

 

 

 



From Christian Century articles……. 

Kosuke Koyama is John D.Rockefeller, Jr., Professor of Ecumenics and World Christianity at Union Theology 

Seminary in New York City. This article appeared in the Christian Century, April 12, 1989 p. 379. Copyright by the 

Christian Century Foundation and used by permission. Current articles and subscription information can be found at 

www.christiancentury.org. This material was prepared for Religion Online by Ted & Winnie 

Brock. 

 

Yahweh is my shepherd, I lack nothing.  

In grassy meadows he lets me be. 

By tranquil streams he leads me  

to restore my spirit. 

He guides me in paths of saving justice  

as befits his name. 

Even were I to walk in a ravine as dark as  

death 

I should fear no danger, for you are at my  

side. 

Your staff and your crook are there to  

soothe me. 

You prepare a table for me 

under the eyes of my enemies;  

you anoint my head with oil; 

my cup brims over. 

Kindness and faithful love pursue me  

every day of my life. 

I make my home in the house of Yahweh  

for all time to come [Ps. 23, New 

Jerusalem Bible]. 

"You prepare a table for me under the eyes of my enemies." This is "a marvelous sight" (Exod. 

3:3) indeed, for both friends and enemies. It is something "no eye has seen, and no ear has heard" 

and what no mind can visualize (I Cor. 2:9) People enjoying such a feast would make themselves 

an easy target for their adversaries! Yet this is none other than an expression of the supreme 

wisdom and strength of God, whose foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and whose 

weakness is stronger than human strength (I Cor. 1:25) God’s vulnerability is stronger than 

human invulnerability. Through a banquet table -- not guns and warplanes -- God wills to 

transform us and our world. 

When I learned that the Christian view of history is a linear progression, with a beginning and an 

end, I was deeply impressed. I was introduced to this interpretation in the contusion or postwar 

Japan. "What a powerful way to look at what has happened and is happening now!" I said to 

myself. I thought that this wisdom must have accompanied my Christian baptism. On August 14, 

1945, Japan surrendered unconditionally to Allied forces; in September, General Douglas 

MacArthur landed in Japan as one who had a higher power than the emperor; and on January 1, 
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1946, the emperor renounced claims to divinity. Living through this progression of events, I was 

convinced that history was indeed linear, and heading toward the end that God intended. I felt 

empowered by this overarching principle by which I could chart my position in the turbulence of 

history. 

In time, however, I became troubled by this view. I began to suspect that the image of straight 

lines was just too simple, too efficient, to fit reality. I was particularly disturbed by the numerous 

straight lines that divide the African nations. Straight lines seemed to be an image of 

imperialism. I became aware that the love of God -- hesed, agape -- is more of a zigzag than a 

straight line. For the sake of others, love makes self-denying zigzags, displaying its power as it 

overcomes profound frustration. 

The Indian Jesuit Samuel Rayan writes that the Christian experience of history is "best described 

in personal terms of interiority and relationship rather than in geometrical terms of lines and 

circles." The Christian "interiority" is embraced by the unfathomable hospitality of God. In the 

beginning was hospitality. 

The image of hospitality is not composed of lines or circles. It is the warmth and security we feel 

as we find ourselves, through the son, "close to the Father’s heart" (John 1:18) In this spirit of 

hospitality, we can understand Archbishop Tutu and the South Africans who protest against 

apartheid as attending a messianic banquet in the presence of President Botha. They are urging 

everyone who supports legalized racism to share in the hospitality and generosity of God -- one 

who converts people by the powers of hospitality. We are filled with wonder and awe when we 

encounter such a power. 

The table that God prepares for us culminates in the eucharistic table of the Lord. This sacrament 

is the ultimate symbol of God’s hospitality, demonstrated in full view of the enemy. Jesus "loved 

those who were his in the world, loved them to the end" (John 13:1) He did so knowing that the 

time of his martyrdom was near. The table was prepared by the very life of God. 

Kosuke Koyama 
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The 23rd Psalm has led us in the paths of comfort all the days of our lives. But sometimes we 

have trouble hearing the things that are closest to us. Psalm 23 was a cherished hymn for the 
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Hebrews. So when we read and sing the psalms as Christians, we are to some degree also in 

Jewish territory. It is wise to remember the nature of the Jews’ history with God. 

They were a people who were called Israel, which means, "those who have struggled with God." 

They struggled for a home that they were always trying to get into, hold onto or get back to. 

They struggled for peace, for food and for a future. Most important, they struggled for their faith 

in God. 

The Hebrews longed to live with God as sheep live with a shepherd, but their life was hard. And 

they were too afraid to keep believing that this Shepherd was leading them to green pastures, or 

that goodness and mercy would always follow them. So they frequently rushed down more 

promising paths toward more manageable gods, which always led them into unmanageable 

trouble and laments for the salvation of God. Then they would return to worship, where this story 

was told and retold. 

So it is not surprising that so many of the psalms describe the churning, disruptive experience of 

being lost and found, judged and forgiven, sent away and brought back. It is all a part of the 

pathos of people who got scared and lost their way, and of the high drama of a God who searches 

to find his lost sheep. 

This means that the last thing we ought to be doing is rushing to the 23rd Psalm to be reminded 

that everything is OK. We’re drawn to the images of green pastures, still waters and an 

overflowing cup because we strive for equilibrium, security and abundance. We don’t 

particularly care for the highs and lows of Israel’s history, the people’s insatiable thirst on long 

desert journeys, or their maddening love affair with God. It all sounds a bit reckless. 

Besides, most of us can make it to the green pastures on our own. Of course, they are never quite 

green enough, but that only makes us work harder to be our own saviors. And more terrified that 

we will never pull it off. 

Have you ever been really scared? Maybe it took a disease to scare you, a notice that your job 

had been eliminated, a phone call from the police late at night, or a letter on a kitchen counter 

that said, "I’m not coming back." We speak sometimes of being scared stiff or paralyzed with 

fear, but as a pastor I’ve seen that most people react to fear by running like crazy. It doesn’t 

matter where they run or what they try next. They just have to keep moving. The late 

psychologist Rollo May has written, "Humans are the strangest of all of God’s creatures, because 

they run fastest when they have lost their way." 

This is how we get into real trouble -- by running when we are lost. It is then that we make the 

worst mistakes with relationships, family and work. The same could be said of churches, schools 

and governments. Not convinced that the Lord is leading us to green pastures, we veer off 

course, try a short cut or run like terrified sheep. 

I don’t mind calling the Lord my Shepherd, but I’ve never been too flattered by being called one 

of his sheep. I had hoped to be the eagle of the Lord, or maybe the cunning tiger. Sheep aren’t 

particularly smart. They scare easily, and have a knack for getting lost. Most of us don’t look 



lost. We haven’t fallen through society’s cracks into homelessness and poverty. But David would 

say, "Oh no. It is you who have lost your way in a relationship that’s offered more hurt than love, 

in a job that leaves you depleted and spent, or in the guilt of not being good enough, pretty 

enough or smart enough for someone whose judgment cuts deep." 

Some of us have gotten lost in our battles against declining health. Others are lost in grief. And 

how many of us are just simply lost in our shame for things done and left undone? Trying so 

hard to find ourselves, we’ve even lost sight of who we are, who we were created to be. 

The reason both the psalmist and Jesus spent so much time describing us as lost was not to judge 

us, but to help us find our salvation. Confessing that we are frightened and lost is the first step. 

The key to discovering this salvation is seeing that "Thou art with me." That is how David 

survived the valley of the shadow of death when he was on the run from Saul, and it is the hope 

that rises out of the rubble of collapsed towers in New York. Believing God is with us is how 

relief workers make it through another day of caring for the homeless in Afghanistan, and how 

huddled Christians continue to worship in countries where the church is persecuted. It is even 

how middle-class Americans survive jobs they don’t like but can’t afford to leave because they 

need them to support lifestyles they don’t really like. . . 

There it is again -- the churning, disruptive experiences of a people who keep discovering that 

their only hope is in the Shepherd who is always the closest thing to them. 

  



Acts 9:36-43 
36Now in Joppa there was a disciple whose name was Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas. She was 

devoted to good works and acts of charity. 37At that time she became ill and died. When they had 

washed her, they laid her in a room upstairs. 38Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disciples, who heard that 

tŜǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǎŜƴǘ ǘǿƻ ƳŜƴ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘΣ άtƭŜŀǎŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘŜƭŀȅΦέ 39So Peter 

got up and went with them; and when he arrived, they took him to the room upstairs. All the widows 

stood beside him, weeping and showing tunics and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was 

with them. 40Peter put all of them outside, and then he knelt down and prayed. He turned to the body 

ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¢ŀōƛǘƘŀΣ ƎŜǘ ǳǇΦέ ¢ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ tŜǘŜǊΣ ǎƘŜ ǎŀǘ ǳǇΦ 41He gave her his 

hand and helped her up. Then calling the saints and widows, he showed her to be alive. 42This became 

known throughout Joppa, and many believed in the Lord. 43Meanwhile he stayed in Joppa for some time 

with a certain Simon, a tanner. 

 

Psalm 23 
1The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want.  
2He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters;  
3ƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜǎ Ƴȅ ǎƻǳƭΦ IŜ ƭŜŀŘǎ ƳŜ ƛƴ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇŀǘƘǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜΩǎ ǎŀƪŜΦ  
4Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your 

staffτ they comfort me.  
5You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup 

overflows.  
6Surely 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.  

 

Revelation 7:9-17 
9After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all 

tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with 

palm branches in their hands. 10¢ƘŜȅ ŎǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻǳŘ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά{ŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ DƻŘ ǿƘƻ 

ƛǎ ǎŜŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [ŀƳōΗέ 11And all the angels stood around the throne and around the 

elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 
12ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎΣ ά!ƳŜƴΗ .ƭŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƎƭƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀƴƪǎƎƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƴƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ 

ǘƻ ƻǳǊ DƻŘ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊΗ !ƳŜƴΦέ  
13¢ƘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŘŜǊǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƳŜΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά²Ƙƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜΣ ǊƻōŜŘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ have they 

ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΚέ 14L ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ ά{ƛǊΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƴƻǿǎΦέ ¢ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƘƻ 

have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of 

the Lamb. 15For this reason they are before the throne of God, and worship him day and night within his 

temple, and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them. 16They will hunger no more, and 

thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; 17for the Lamb at the center of the 



throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe 

ŀǿŀȅ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘŜŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȅŜǎΦέ  

 

John 10:22-30 
22At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23and Jesus was 

walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, 

άIƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƪŜŜǇ ǳǎ ƛƴ ǎǳǎǇŜƴǎŜΚ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ aŜǎǎƛŀƘΣ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǇƭŀƛƴƭȅΦέ 25WŜǎǳǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘΣ άL 

have told you, and you do not believe. ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ L Řƻ ƛƴ Ƴȅ CŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǘŜǎǘƛŦȅ ǘƻ ƳŜΤ 26but you 

do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and 

they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my 

hand. 29What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the 

CŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘŀƴŘΦ 30¢ƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ L ŀǊŜ ƻƴŜΦέ  
 


