“Shepherding God” — May 11, 2025
4" Sunday of Easter (Mother’s Day)

Psalm 23
1 The LorD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 2 He makes me lie down in green pastures;
he leads me beside still waters; 3 he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s
sake. 4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, | fear no evil, for you are with me; your
rod and your staff, they comfort me. 5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my
enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 6 Surely goodness and mercy shall
follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LorRD my whole life long.
(NRSVUE)

Today is Mother’s Day. Parents—especially mothers—are like shepherds to their
children. Not all mothers are the same, but a mother’s love often becomes a
sacramental channel, reflecting God’s overflowing love and grace. One Korean
hymn expresses this beautifully: “Through a mother’s love, we awaken to God’s
love. As her prayers linger in our hearts, we join hands in joy and praise before our
mothering God.” (paraphrased)

Psalm 23 speaks of God’s steadfast love through the voice of ‘I,” yet its message
extends beyond the psalmist’s personal experience—it sings of God’s love for
everyone. Like a mother tenderly guiding her children, God leads us to still waters,
restores our souls, and walks with us through every shadow. It beautifully reminds
us that God’s love, guidance, and grace are boundless, embracing all people
everywhere—just as a mother’s love nurtures and sustains her children.

Psalm 23, with its timeless wisdom, also offers comfort and strength, speaking to
the heart in moments of joy, such as weddings, and in times of sorrow, like
funerals. This treasured psalm sings of God’s unwavering guidance and presence,
surrounding us throughout life’s journey.

Whenever | read the Twenty-third Psalm, I pause at the phrase, “I shall not want.”
This confession doesn’t mean we’ll never need food, care, or help. Instead, it’s a
deep expression of faith—an assurance that our Shepherd is always with us,
guiding us through every moment of life.

Trusting in God not only reassures us but also keeps us from getting lost in selfish
desires or unnecessary comparisons. The psalmist calls us to lean on God—to let
God nourish and shape us, leading our steps each day, each moment.



And through every season of life, one truth remains: we are never alone. Our
Shepherding God walks with us, now and always.

“The Lord is my shepherd!”—five simple yet powerful words. Hold your right or
left thumb for “The”, your index finger for “Lord”, your middle finger for “is”,
your ring finger for “my”, and your little finger, or pinkie, for “shepherd.”

“The Lord is my shepherd!”

In Scotland, a young shepherd was found in the snow, surrounded by shivering
lambs caught in a storm. Struggling against the cold, they clung to each other for
warmth. For a time after he was rescued, no one could understand why the
shepherd’s right hand was tightly gripping the little finger of his left. Then,
someone noticed—nhe was reciting Psalm 23, holding each finger in turn.

“The Lord 1s my shepherd.”

Even in his most desperate moments, the shepherd clung to the words that meant
everything to him—“The Lord is my shepherd.”

Now, let’s try another phrase: “I shall not want.” Hold your thumb for “I”, your
index finger for “shall”, your middle finger for “not”, your ring finger for “want”,
and your little finger for “Amen!” “I shall not want. Amen!”

When I preach on Psalm 23, I often introduce Rabbi Harold S. Kushner’s invitation
to reflect on its meaning. Rabbi Kushner, author of When Bad Things Happen to
Good People, offers a powerful insight in his other book, The Lord Is My Shepherd.
He explains that Psalm 23 does not mean renouncing everything or longing for
nothing more. We pray for health and wholeness. We hope to be free from pain.
We yearn for peace in the world. These are natural, human desires.

One of Rabbi Kushner’s insights I especially love is this: “God’s role is not to
protect us from pain and loss, but to protect us from letting pain and loss define our
lives. Our role is to hold tightly to God’s hand as we find our way out of the
valley—with prayers and trust that calm our fear.”

1 Stanley L. Jaki, Praying the Psalms: A Commentary (adapted).
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Psalm 23 doesn’t silence our longings—it expresses, in poetic beauty, how good
and faithful God the Shepherd is. It sings in praise: “The Lord is my shepherd. |
shall not want.” Or, as another translation beautifully puts it: “The Lord is my
shepherd—what more do | need?”

Making sheep lie down in green pastures, leading them beside still waters, and
guiding them on the right paths brings calm and peace, assuring us that we are safe
in God’s care. The psalmist expresses deep gratitude for God, who provides food,
water, and shelter to sustain and protect us. But God’s care goes beyond our
physical needs—God also nourishes our souls. That is why the psalmist confesses
that God’s shepherding and guiding presence restores the soul and keeps us truly
alive. If Psalm 23 were a prayer, it would begin with gratitude for God’s presence
and provision, saying, “Thank you, God,” rather than “Please give me more.”

The life of the Psalmist was not always easy or peaceful. The Psalmist understood
what it meant to walk through the valley of the shadow of death. Just as wolves
sometimes attack sheep even in the presence of a shepherd, Psalm 23 reminds us
that, even when God is our shepherd, we will still face the valley of the shadow—
times of serious challenges, sometimes even life-threatening situations. Again, the
Psalmist’ vision went first on God: “Even though | walk through the darkest valley,
| fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

Now, the stage shifts from the valley of the shadow of death to the house of God.
The Shepherd, who once guided and protected, now becomes a gracious host,
welcoming us into the Lord’s dwelling. Psalm 23 especially invites us to God’s
table, transforming the scene into a joyous, communal celebration of God’s people.
God, the Shepherd, not only provides food, drink, and security, but becomes the
very source of all these blessings. That is why the Psalmist concludes with this
powerful proclamation: “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.”

Let’s go back to the first line of Psalm 23: “The Lord is my shepherd.”

Once again, | invite you to hold your right or left thumb for “The,” your index
finger for “Lord,” your middle finger for “is,” your ring finger for “my,” and your
little finger, or pinkie, for “shepherd.”

3 Ibid.



Now, let’s continue with the next phrase: “I shall not want.” Hold your thumb for
“I,” your index finger for “shall,” your middle finger for “not,” and your ring

finger for “want.” Then, as you hold your little finger, let all God’s people say:
“Amen!”



