
A SHEPHERD’S PRESENCE 
Psalm 23 
 
The familiar imagery of this most remembered psalm, 
makes it beloved to all who have prayed it through the 
generations. The simple pastoral imagery of Psalm 23 
is accessible and comforting, but its simplicity and 
accessibility hide subtle mysteries that are often 
overlooked or go unseen. 
 
The ancient peoples of the Middle East were pastoral. 
Their herds and flocks constituted their nomadic life 
and were their source of subsistence and wealth. 
Animals were precious possessions, and they guarded 
them carefully across the harsh landscape of that desert 
region. In this way they survived the severities of a 
difficult world, (as many do even to this day).  
 
One cannot travel in Africa or the Middle East without 
getting to know pastoral flocks intimately. Sheep, 
goats, camels, donkeys, cows and oxen (with shepherds 
guiding them), wind their way through main streets, 
alleys, roads and narrow footpaths in those parts of the 
world. These scenes became, for the psalmist, a prayer 
and a sacred teaching.  
 
The familiar words, “The Lord is my shepherd...” have 
been read and repeated constantly throughout the ages. 
The truth of these words has comforted men and 
women and their children across the generations. In this 
translation, to avoid gender specificity, God is 
addressed intimately and directly, not remotely. In that 
way the prayer draws even closer to the heart and 
becomes deeply personal. “O God you are my 
shepherd” is the prayer now, but all the ancient 
sentiments and metaphors remain.  
 

Using the common experience of pastoral peoples, 
the psalmist-poet  builds into this hymn strong and 
important images which, if one is careful to look, 
offer an extraordinary glimpse into the spiritual 
evolution of humankind. If like a shepherd God is 
guide, then divine guidance is not some haphazard 
meandering from one locale to another.  
 
In this psalm it becomes a purposeful journey across 
the varied landscapes of the geography of the Middle 
East from one oasis to another, and through the 
fierce landscapes between them. The purpose of this 
journey is not simply to survive, but to grow the 
sheep into something almost beyond telling.  
 
In this journey the experiences of soft and 
comforting pastures beside quiet waters, and the 
inner assurance of a divine Presence who will not 
allow us to perish or be forgotten are certainly there. 
This is perhaps where most spiritual experiences 
begin. But nothing ends there. The psalm moves 
from the comforting assurance of safety beside quiet 
streams to fierce landscapes where there are valleys 
and shadows and the frightening potentiality of 
death.  
 
The world is not a easy place nor is it safe, but there 
are instruments in the Shepherd's hands whose 
purpose is to guide us through this difficult terrain. 
We cannot make this passageway through the world 
without encountering what is so opposite to what we 
want or hope for. We may have started (in peace and 
with complete assurance, but our easy sense of 
assurance evaporates quickly in this terrain.   
 
There is no escape from fear in this world (for in the 
end, death itself awaits us). It is the passageway that 
we take (the psalm even suggests that we must take 

The Wisdom of Contemplative Vision 

visio divina 



Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Do you notice the progression across this 

psalm? In its common and comforting metaphors 
it may have been hidden in plain sight. How does 
this new seeing affect you? 

2. At its beginning, it is as if one is going from 
oasis to oasis (refreshment to refreshment). But 
the passageway in between is not without 
danger, and a shepherd is needed to make the 
journey.  

3. Do you agree with this sentiment? Why? 

4. When and where has your soul been revived and 
refreshed? What is it that refreshes you here in 
these deserts of space and time?  

5. How has the divine Shepherd been guiding your 
life to important places as oases? How have you 
experienced the divine Shepherd as both 
guardian and guide of your life?  

6. Why is the Name of God a passageway or a 
path? Does this suggest anything about the kind 
of prayer (or prayerful methodology) that the 
psalmist is using? 

7. The world we live in is full of peril and 
challenge. What challenges your safety here? 
What kind of safety are you seeking? What have 
been your moments of extreme danger?  

8. What dies in the shadowlands of time and space? 
What kind of dying do we fear most? 

9. Shepherds always carry tools of their trade. 
What kind of divine instruments for your 
guidance and protection throughout your 
lifetime have you experienced here? 

10. Have you ever despaired and felt abandoned? 
What was that experience like? 

11. What have been the valleys of death for you? 

12. State in your own words what goal of the 
Shepherd in this psalm? Take the metaphors and 
turn them into details that you understand and 
could explain for others. 

13. Where or what is the Shepherd of Humanity’s 
homeland? Where does the divine Shepherd 
actually dwell? 

 

it) through the holy lands of space and time. We cannot 
escape these experiences. But, from the psalmist’s 
point of view, not matter the terrain or the tenor of our 
experiences, we are assured that have never been 
abandoned. The Shepherd of humanity has always been 
present. 
  
And then tin six short verses the psalm moves to its 
startling and remarkable conclusion. Notice that in the 
very most troublesome place in this journey, when the 
stakes and challenges are perhaps the highest (maybe 
even experienced as ferocious and cruel) a 
transformation occurs.  
 
The creature who had experienced the earlier contraries 
of fear and peace, safety and peril, and is in jeopardy at 
the moment of fiercest danger, suddenly is no longer a 
sheep at all, and is now existing in some other realm.  
 
In this place (an altogether new land perhaps) a banquet 
has been spread out by the Shepherd, and we are 
invited to eat a form of higher food that is no longer our 
ordinary fare. There is also in this extraordinary place 
an anointing ceremony with the royal oil of 
sovereignty—as a king or queen might be anointed. It 
is a strange and remarkable scene of transformation.  
 
We are so familiar with this psalm that we may have 
missed this strangeness and the complexity of these 
metaphors completely. In the end, there is a complete 
reversal. Previously the shepherd was dwelling in the 
normal habitations of the flock. Now the sheep 
transformed into royal beings, are anointed and 
overflowing with new life, are said to be dwelling in 
the habitation of the Shepherd.  
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM  23 
A Song from the Flock of God 
 
1. O God, you are my shepherd, 
         nothing needful shall I lack or want 
2. For in the meadows where you make me lie to rest, 
         or on the paths you lead beside still waters, 
3. My soul revives, refreshed again, 
         to follow further the pathways of your name. 
4. Even though the way that I must take leads through the deepest shadows 
         I shall not fear the lurking evil there, nor death. 
    Your presence is my rod and staff, 
         my comfort and my guide. 
5. And in those places where my foes rise up to trouble me 
         you spread a table and make a feast; 
    Anoint my head, 
         and fill my cup to overflowing. 
6. So now I know, O Lord, that all my life-long through  
         your goodness and mercy flows and follows after me, 
    And at the last when journey’s done  
         your dwelling place shall be my home forever. 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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