Re-discovering Psalm 23

The fact that you are reading this particular magazine suggests to me that you are likely to be familiar with Psalm 23.  I might also assume that this familiarity with one of the great passages of Scripture could easily border on over-familiarity, since like me, you may well have known it all your life and wonder what there is to say about it that people haven’t heard before. Familiarity with its words may also prevent us from appreciating its spiritual riches, or rob us of the depth of its teaching. So, is it possible to re-capture the beauty of this precious Psalm? Can we re-discover its treasures?
My own encounter with Psalm 23 really began a few years ago with the realisation that I had never actually preached from it in over thirty years of ministry. I’m not sure exactly what got me thinking about it, but Psalm 23 grabbed my attention, and I began to dig beneath my surface familiarity to the true depth that it contains.
I saw firstly that it provides us with a wonderful model for discipleship. It covers most of the key issues in nurturing new believers – God’s provision and protection, understanding guidance, finding a balanced lifestyle, coping with trials, receiving strength from God, living in the Spirit, and even facing death and dying. It does all of this in the context of a personal relationship with a tender God of grace that provides us with strength and assurance. It gives us a positive, faith-filled description of the Christian life suited to the stresses and strains of contemporary living.

The more I studied the psalm, the more clearly I saw that it deals with four big areas of discipleship that we often want to cover in our teaching – building a relationship with God (v1), learning to rest (v2-3), knowing how to trust (v3-4), and understanding how to live confidently (v5-6). I began to teach along these lines in our Sunday services, and we produced study notes for the mid-week home groups. As we dug deep into familiar verses the Holy Spirit opened our minds to heart-warming truths. What we learned together became the basis for my book Song of the Shepherd (BRF 2004), and the substance of many retreats I have led since.
I’ve continued to work with this Psalm, and it has continued to open up its treasures. I noticed what a marvellous picture of leadership it contains. Much is written about leadership in the church, and a lot of helpful insights can be gained from secular management sources, but the Scriptures provide a unqiue insight into the nature of Christian leadership. Here we see the leader as a shepherd. How do we lead? Not by driving the sheep from behind, but by going ahead of them and gently leading them onwards. We are to be both tender and tough, gentle and courageous, winning the confidence and trust of the sheep. We are to provide for them, protect them, be available to them, and understand their needs. We are to know where we are going, and confidently lead in the right direction.
Blaine McCormack and David Devonport have written helpfully for a general audience about the wisdom for leadership that can be gleaned from Psalm 23. Shepherd Leadership (Jossey Bass, 2003) identifies twelve characteristics of good leaders, focussing not on the science of leadership, but on its heart and soul. Likewise, training consultant John Truscott has written two resource papers on The Leader as Shepherd  (www.john-truscott.co.uk) in which he emphasises the leader’s four key roles: teaching (feeding), protecting, uniting, and tending the flock. 

The shepherd image is of course not the only Biblical picture of leadership, but it is a  key one, and often overlooked. Jesus as the Good Shepherd provides a perfect example for us (John 10:1-18) and embodies everything of which David speaks in the Psalm. Both Paul and Peter based their leadership styles on this imagery, and encouraged others to do the same (Acts 20:28-31, 1Peter 5:1-4). Perhaps, then, we can re-visit Psalm 23 from the perspective of leadership training.
The aspect of Psalm 23 that most stands out, however, is the example of pastoral care that it offers. The word ‘pastor’ is closely linked to the word ‘shepherd’, and the way in which a shepherd tenderly cares for the sheep is suggestive of the care we can offer to the vulnerable, the needy and the hurting. This caring ministry has always been seen as a particularly Christian thing to do, and those involved in it even today frequently turn for inspiration and help to David’s ancient psalm.
It seems to provide comfort especially to those who are facing death, or whom have been bereaved. It breathes with assurance of a God who is present, and who will walk with us through ‘the valley of the shadow of death’. It reminds us pertinently that this life is not all, that there is a place prepared for us, and that all the days of our life, right to the very end, will be surrounded by goodness and mercy. It provides hope, assurance and confidence for all who look to the Shepherd, and not just in death, but in any time of transition, grief and loss.

Dr Ken Curtis, himself a recovering cancer patient, has produced for Gateway films (www.visionvideo.com) a DVD and study guide based on Psalm 23 to help take the fear out of facing such a diagnosis. ‘Psalm 23 is one of the best-known and loved passages in the Bible,’ he says. ‘Its words of comfort and encouragement have been a support to many in difficult times. It is for this reason that so many people relate to it immediately when facing major personal challenges. At times of great fear and uncertainty, and cancer is one of the greatest, the simple yet powerful words of Psalm 23 sustain us like few others can. God's grace is greater than any possible obstacle or concern.’

 The strange thing about Psalm 23 is that it can be used at both funerals and weddings! It seems to touch the whole range of human emotions, and it remains one of the most chosen pieces for weddings. This may be because Crimmond is one of the few hymns that people know nowadays, but it might also be because people recognise the words are so appropriate. Here is positive pastoral care, a reminder that as we start our on life together we can begin our journey with God, and be assured of his presence and help throughout all the ups and downs that life will bring. Why not include it in Marriage Preparation classes and show its relevance to married life!
Looking at the Psalm from my perspective as a Spiritual Director, I find that it helps people to make sense of life, and in particular the times of spiritual darkness that sometimes engulf us. Verse 4 is often translated as ‘when I walk through the valley of deep darkness’, and it may be referring to those times when we seem to lose our way, when we find it hard to get through to God, when we mysteriously lose the sense of His presence. Classically this is sometimes called ‘The Dark Night of the Soul’ and I think we have a glimpse of it here. For most people the ‘night’ quickly passes, but it is reassuring to know that such experiences are normal, and that there is a way out of the valley.

Another interesting aspect of Psalm 23 is the profound impact it has as an inspiration for worship. Just think of all the different versions you have sung in church. The Scottish Psalter version is the best known, sung either to Crimmond or Brother James’ Air. Anthems by John Rutter and Howard Goodhall (does he regret the link to Dibley?) are popular with choral groups, whilst Stuart Townend’s more recent version is enthusiastically sung by many congregations. And there are lots more! You can even listen to some on YouTube.

I think the universal appeal of Psalm 23 is that whilst it touches on the whole of life, and therefore has a continuing relevance each time we meet it, it also presents to us a God who is attractive and accessible, a God whom you want to worship. Most of us can think of times when God has led us, guided us, sustained us, and the very thought of such interactions with the Shepherd causes our hearts to rise in expressions of love and faith and gratitude. Whilst the image of Father is difficult for some, the idea of Shepherd carries only thoughts of tender, gentle care, of safety and security.
Many people have written their own version of Psalm 23 as an act of worship. One of the most famous is ‘The Lord is my Pacesetter’ by the Japanese Christian Toki Miyashina. You may know of others, like The Lord is my Programmer, my Architect, and so on. (See www.buildchurch.net). Sometimes on retreat I have asked participants to put the Psalm into their own words, and this is always a popular way of meditating on the Psalm and making its meaning more personal. Some have used it as the basis for art, sculpture or photography, whilst others have made it into a PowerPoint presentation, with instrumental music.
One final thought. Let’s not forget that this Psalm provides a context for evangelism. The very simplicity of it makes it accessible to those on the journey towards knowing God. Those hearing it for the first time are often captivated by its beauty and relevance. Let me share two simple stories.

I spoke on Psalm 23 at a luncheon in Singapore for retirees. It was during a period of economic downturn, and many were feeling the pressure. Afterwards an elderly Chinese gentleman came to speak to me. “I do not have any financial worries,’ he said, ‘but I do have an empty heart.’ Happily he left the meeting with a heart filled with assurance, able to say with David, ‘The Lord is my Shepherd.’
I think too of Tessa who joined a retreat I was leading. From the introductions it was clear that, whilst a church-goer, she did not yet have a personal relationship with God. Each day as we shared from the Psalm her heart opened more and more as she saw its amazing relevance to her life. By the end of the week she was radiant, full of assurance, and knowing that the Lord too was her Shepherd.

What is familiar to us may be totally new to someone else. Something we take for granted may be radically life-changing for another. It may be an ancient Hebrew song, but the message of Psalm 23 is ever new and relevant, and we can share it confidently with a new generation.
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