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Psalm 23
John 9.1-7
15th March 2026

           The Spirituality of Vulnerability

Gracious God, we open the bible and long to receive your word. Open, we pray, our minds and hearts to receive that word with all 
its comfort and in all its challenge.  Amen.
   There is a Jewish tradition that says Psalm 23 was composed by David whilst on the run from King Saul who was hunting him down and wanted to take away his life.  In other words, of all the 73 Psalms said to have been written by David, this one expresses the very essence of a personal vulnerability at one of the lowest moments of his life.
   Psalms are pearls of Jewish poetry that we Christians have taken to our hearts. Indeed, Jesus would have known, and we sense, loved the Psalms. 
Upon the cross he quotes from Psalm 22 when he cries out in anguish My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.
   Psalm 22 is what is known as a Psalm of Lament.   A Song of Protest, if you like.  Times to be up front and honest with God about how tough we might be finding life.  So, rather than pretend that everything is fine, Psalms of Lament say it’s OK to be honest with God, to cry out, ask questions and express doubts.
   In many ways the questions asked in the 22nd Psalm are then answered in the 23rd.  They balance each other out as if saying to us that sometimes the best insights can only emerge once the hardest issues are honestly faced.
Psalms 22 and 23, in a way they belong together, they are rather like two sides of the one coin we call faith, whose currency is so valuable because it contains both questions and trust.
   Now, a shepherd’s life in ancient Israel was far from the pastoral idyl that has, perhaps, been falsely fixed in our minds by a superficial reading of this Psalm.

   In a way the context of these words is just as important as the lyrics of its song.  It’s as if the land itself is a character within the text. Indeed, images influence our theology; whether that’s a dove symbolising peace or rushing wind representing the energy of God.
   The Judean Wilderness and the Hills of Samaria are the backdrops to Psalm 23, not a Dorset meadow or a Buckinghamshire Chalk Stream.
   Life on such a craggy, dangerous mountain plateaux was so precarious that a sheep didn’t follow the loudest voice, but the most familiar.  The voice of a shepherd it had come to trust.  
   Their context was no green field full of grazing pasture with no need of a shepherd. Overnight the warm winds would have blown in from the Mediterranean causing tufts of vegetation, no bigger than a clenched fist, to sprout.  Sheep would find them in the morning, but they would just be a couple of bites big and then gone.  Immediately the sheep looked to the shepherd to take it to the next place where more could be found.  These sheep were utterly, and existentially, reliant upon their shepherd.  And that, I guess, is how David felt on the run from King Saul.
   To enter the world of Psalm 23 is to enter The Spirituality of Vulnerability.
   So, in our age which so often emphasises self-help and celebrates self-reliance, the Shepherd’s Psalm this morning acknowledges that there are also times when being human is to be vulnerable.  Times when we need help.  Help from God.  Help from each other.  Times when we are like sheep in need of a Good Shepherd.
   Of course, human resilience is to be celebrated.  The human spirit can and does surprise and inspire us.
   And people of faith join in that celebration but also embrace a Spirituality of Dependence.  An understanding that prayer, trust and belief in God’s love, deepens, strengthens and grounds all that is best about our humanity. As if the Spirit of God breathes into our spirit and we find ourselves completed.
   So, Psalm 23 poetically and eloquently sings about us needing a shepherd, a guide and a protector.  It urges us to temper our understanding that self-reliance is ultimately enough.
   And this is so important because of the realism it settles upon us.  Faith and trust in God, the prayers we say and the longings we have, don’t mean we are given a divine pass that protects us from suffering.  Wherever did we get that idea from?  It isn’t a biblical one!  People of faith have cancer, suffer earthquakes and live through wars.  That’s always been true because Psalm 23 does not say the clever shepherd finds an alternative route that misses out Death Valley.  No, it says, the loving shepherd walks with us through Death Valley.  That is the norm.  Suffering in life is the norm.  Life teaches us that and faith teaches us that God, our Crucified God, is with us in the suffering.  That Goodness and Mercy follow us all the days of our life.
   And here’s a fascinating linguistic fact, the sort that our Jewish friends love so much. In today’s Psalm, in the Hebrew, there are 26 words before the phrase in verse 4: you are with me.  And there are exactly 26 words after it.  As if, the writer is saying to us: God is at the very centre of this song, just as he longs to be at the very centre of our lives too; you are with me says the Psalmist.
   This is the Shepherd God who restores us rather than throwing us to one side discarded.  This is the Shepherd God whose rod protects us from enemies, and whose staff, pulling us back from time to time, protects us even from ourselves.
   One of the lines that may linger longest in our memory from Psalm 23 comes at its close: and I shall dwell in the House of the Lord forever.
   Yet, in Hebrew, this final verse is just as much about our every day as about our last day, because it reads: …and I shall return into the house of the Lord for length of days…
   This is about our comings and goings and where we find a sustaining sense of purpose in a busy, even anxious life.
   The Congregationalist hymn writer, Isaac Watts, sometimes known as the Father of English hymnody, wrote many hymns we still love and use today such as: When I survey the wondrous cross, and Joy to the World.  He also turned his hand to setting Psalm 23 into a hymn.  Although not much sung today one verse goes like this:
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.
   I think he got the essence of the last part of Psalm 23 absolutely spot on.  

   How does Watts put it: There would I find a settled rest, just like a child at home…  Or, as we sometimes say: guests leave, but family stays.  
   Today our Jewish friends often recite Psalm 23 as their Sabbath draws to its end.  It fits; after all David talks of enjoying rest and sitting around a table laden with food and that’s part of what every Sabbath is about.  Yet it’s also sung at the moment when worshippers will return to the everyday with all the challenges and struggles that may be before them as a new week dawns.  Just as we might sing a hymn of trust at the end of our service, before the blessing as we too return to our every days.  
   To sing, say or pray Psalm 23 is to place our trust in the Good Shepherd who travels alongside us even as we leave a place of prayer and worship.
   As John Wesley is reported to have said in his final words: The best of all, God is with us. And that, in a sense, is the very essence of Psalm 23.
   So, let’s close with a setting of it from the pen of Walter Brueggemann, the American Old Testament scholar, whose 100 books really helped us have a better understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures. Here’s his take:
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 for 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.

May we not only sing it but believe it, in the name of the Good Shepherd who guides us in right pathways for his name’s sake.  Amen

Ian Green, Amersham, 13th March 2026
