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We read Psalm 23 today, even though we are not at a funeral, and today is not the traditional “Good Shepherd 
Sunday”. We read it even though we are so familiar with it.  Many of you can probably recite it word for word, 
most likely the King James Version.  For that reason, I chose not to read that version. 
 
I’d like to invite us to look at this psalm from a different angle today – not as the death poem that is read at 
funerals,  
 
not as the “we are the sheep and God is the shepherd” image,  
 
but as a sign of trust in God that leads to hope.   
 
We do that by focusing not on the valley of the shadow of death, which by the way, is an inaccurate translation.  
The Hebrew word is sal-ma-wet, which means “darkness.” Some translate it as “dark shadow.” It is more like 
dark and dreary land.  The darkest valley. 
 
Even though I walk through the darkest valley I will fear no evil, for you are with me… 
 
We know darkness.  When a loved one dies.  When a lucrative job is lost.  When we seem to have lost our 
mojo.  When the checkbook reflects a negative balance.  When the doctor calls you with recent test results.  
When disconnection or disagreement overpower the mission.  The shadow seems to overcome the light. 
 
In those times, our arms drop to our sides, we stop trying to feel our way, we might believe that this is end of 
our time.  The tunnel seems never-ending and we may not even bother holding our breath as we go through it 
anymore.  (You know that children’s game, right?  Hold your breath while you are driving though a tunnel?) 
 
We might think that there is no way out of the tunnel because the entryway is so far away that it seems non-
existent.  
 
And yet, the light shines in the darkness and the darkness cannot overcome it. 
 
Even though I walk through the darkest valley, you are with me.  Your rod and your staff, they comfort me.  
Can you see how they might comfort?  Correct and direct.   
 
A rod corrects – today we don’t whack people to illustrate the error of their ways, but the image stands.  It’s the 
proverbial, “Snap out of it!”  It can wake us up so that we notice an alternative choice.  A correction can help us 
stay out of the deep darkness. It is comforting that someone is there to prevent an error, that someone is there to 
stop us from walking off the cliff.  
 
And a staff directs.  A staff has a curved end so that it can wrap around the errant sheep, turning their face 
toward the right path.  It is comforting to know that there are those who will show us the direction, who lights 
the way for us.  
 
The path will be lit because surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life. 
 
Shirley, goodness, and mercy.  Imagine what she looks like, this Shirley.  In my head, she looks a little like the 
Fly Lady.  Do you know her?  She’s hiding in the bulletin.  Go ahead, you can look for her.   There she sits 
reminding me that her friends, Goodness and Mercy, relentlessly pursue me all the days of our lives.   
 
What do her friends look like?  You’ve already met them. 



 
Mercy is the person in the grocery store with a cart full of Thanksgiving food that allows you and your one loaf 
of forgotten bread to go checkout line first. 
 
Goodness is the person who comes to your house with a bottle of wine and a movie after you had some 
shocking news. 
 
Mercy is the nurse who arrives moments after you press the call button because your pain medication has worn 
off. 
 
Goodness is the person who picks up the trash on the road even though they didn’t drop it there. 
 
Mercy is the police officer who stopped you for going 8 miles over the speed limit and gives you a warning 
instead of an expensive ticket. 
 
Goodness is the store clerk who takes the 2 pennies out of the tip jar instead of impatiently waiting while you 
fish at the bottom of your pocket.   
 
Mercy is the friend who forgives you for forgetting that you had a lunch date. 
 
We know these people.   
 
We are these people. 
 
And now that I have introduced you to my friend Shirley, she can remind you that Goodness and Mercy will 
pursue you all the days of your lives.   
 
Playing with language can help us grasp a truth.  I know the word is surely, but doesn’t it help to have that 
visual of them following?   
 
Language is truly important.  Which brings us to the next language and translation issue. The word translated 
here as follow, radap, is used and translated in many other portions of the Bible  A few examples: “The enemy 
said, ‘I will pursue (radap), I will overtake, I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them. I will 
draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them’” (Exodus 15:9);  
 
“then let the enemy pursue (radap) and overtake me, trample my life to the ground” (Psalm 7:5);  
 
“For the enemy has pursued (radap) me, crushing my life to the ground, making me sit in darkness like those 
long dead” (Psalm 143:3);  
 
“Israel has spurned the good; the enemy shall pursue (radap) him” (Hosea 8:3).  
 
Playfully, Psalm 23:6 turns the image of an enemy who pursues -- a frightening image to be sure -- into 
something wonderful, good, and life-affirming. Accordingly, a more accurate reading might be, “Surely 
goodness and mercy shall pursue me all the days of my life.”1 
 
God’s goodness and mercy will pursue us relentlessly – as God did the Israelites in the desert for 40 years and 
when the Israelites were in exile.  God’s goodness and mercy will pursue us relentlessly through our darkness – 
whatever shade under which we find ourselves. 
 
                                                
1 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2827 



Relentless means every.  all. 
 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me ALL the days of my life.  The good ones and the bad ones.  The 
beach days and the snow days.  The sick days and the well days.  The dark days and the bright days.  We are 
encouraged to lose our dualistic thinking because God is everywhere in all the days of our lives.   
 
Every.single.one.   
 
In the Colossians reading that ___________ read, [the Apostle Paul] says that the gospel is … not far away. It is 
not something that we need to go looking for. [It pursues us]   Rather, in almost personalizing language, it 
“has come to you” (Colossians 1:6). The gospel has sought us out.2 
 
God and God’s love and justice to us comes through Jesus Christ, the epitome of goodness and mercy.  God 
relentlessly pursues us.  Jesus is with us, to the end of the age.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all 
the days of my life. 
 
The hope of the world, Jesus Christ, God’s love and justice, goodness and mercy, are here with us all the days 
of our lives.  That’s good news, folks.  May it give us hope as we travel this world, relentlessly pursued. Thanks 
be to God.  Amen. 
 

                                                
2 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2924 


