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“Badges? We don't need no stinking badges!” 

I’m sure you recognize that quote from the 1974, uh, “high-concept” 

western, “Blazing Saddles” as only Mel Brooks could do. 

And you might also recognize that quote as being riff off a similar quote 

from the quite serious 1948 western, “The Treasure of Sierra Madre” 

directed by the great John Huston. 

Besides that quote the other thing that ties these two great movies together 

is that I watched them this week at home.  “Blazing Saddles” I had 

watched maybe twice, maybe 20 times previously, but for “The 

Treasure of Sierra Madre” it was my first time really. 

I also watched probably a half a dozen other movies, mostly whatever was 

on TV and mostly ones where I said, “Well, let’s watch this one and 

see why it only got a two-star rating.” 

I watched more movies this past week than I have in the past year. 

“Why?”, you ask.  Well, I blame it on COVID.   

As most of you know, I tested positive for COVID last weekend.   

Fortunately, Helen, my wife, was in Boulder, CO visiting our older 

daughter’s family and when she got back on Tuesday, she went 

straight to our son’s Jesse’s house here in Clinton and has been there 

since. 

Thus, I have had the entire house entirely to myself for a week.  And my day 

job had been fairly low-key for once.   

Now, I could tell you that COVID knocked me down and I could barely raise 

the remote to watch TV and get some sympathy from you, but the 

truth is I was completely functional the whole time.  It just felt like a 
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bad cold the first few days and after I got a monoclonal antibody 

infusion on Tuesday, I was fully recovered within a day. 

And with all that peace and quiet and available time, I could have gotten a 

lot done.  But I didn’t and was once again working on my sermon late 

on a Saturday night. 

But if I’m honest with myself—and I guess with you—I enjoyed a little down 

time, a little relaxation, a little less cognitive brain function. 

Because all of us need an occasional pause, a time to sit for a minute—or 

through a double-feature—to collect ourselves, refresh ourselves.   

Today’s psalm epitomizes that—and more. 

Back when we had a choir pre-Pandemic, we general sang a call and 

response psalm during the scripture lessons.  Now, for the most part, 

we adapt the psalm of the day into the Call to Worship. 

But today’s psalm, Psalm 23, is so well-known I typically include it more 

explicitly when it comes up in the lectionary.  It is so well-known that 

most of you know almost by heart as we heard just a short time ago. 

And yet, there is not a single other Psalm that virtually any of us know 

except a random verse or two.  In fact, there are not six other 

consecutive verses in the whole Bible that are universally known 

except, perhaps, the part of the Christ birth story as told annually on 

TV by St. Linus of Peanuts. 

You may be surprised to learn that, though, that up until the late 19th 

century, Psalm 23 wasn’t known any more than any other psalm 

before prominent 19th-century preacher Henry Ward Beecher started 

popularizing it.  And it wasn’t until the early 20th century before it 
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started to become a common part of a funeral litany—for Christians; 

Psalm 90 is more commonly used in Jewish services. 

This is because, in part, of the images of Jesus as the shepherd, particularly 

in the Gospel of John, as we heard last week and this.  And the images 

in the beginning of the psalm are so—pastoral. Indeed, this fourth 

Sunday in Eastertide is called “Shepherd’s Sunday.” 

Another reason Psalm 23 became popular was the personal nature of it: 

“The Lord is *my* shepherd; *I* shall not want.”   

This played well into the rise of evangelical beliefs emphasizing, in some 

cases overly so, that Jesus is our personal savior. 

But Psalm 23 is more than “comfort food.”  Psalm 23 is rooted in the real-

life circumstances and experiences of the pastoral semi-nomad — a 

way of life that has existed from the very times of the psalm right up 

to the modern age.  

Life for a shepherd in Palestine was tough.  Much of the land is hilly and 

rocky and there is little rain.  Tending the flocks can be dangerous 

and requires vigilance and actively leading the sheep to food, water, 

and safety. 

Therefore, Psalm 23 is far more about dynamic movement rather than quiet 

solitude, enduring trials rather than avoiding them, and life rather 

than death.   

A crucial part of the movement of this psalm that is often minimized — 

perhaps unintentionally — is the movement which occurs in verse 

four.  

The traditional KJV translation “through the valley of the shadow of death” 

is another reason the psalm found its way into funerals.  
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However, the NRSV’s “through the darkest valley” is more accurate and as a 

result it does limit our interpretation to literal death. 

The psalm here is not just (or perhaps even at all) referring to end-of-life 

death and the hereafter, but experiences in the course of this life that 

are deep and dark — some even so much so that they hint at or 

threaten death.  

Thus, Psalm 23 is not about living that can or even hopes to avoid 

difficulties and dangers in life. Instead, it is upfront about the fact 

that the movements of life include going through deep, dark valleys. 

By viewing the valley of verse 4 in this way, you see that the rest of the 

psalm addresses not so much the time when we are “ready to lay our 

burdens down,” but the everyday, even ordinary, experience of life.  

Green pastures and still waters are not just for the sweet by and by, but for 

the here and now. Our soul, our “life force” (as the Hebrew says) need 

not wait until the other side of the grave to be restored or renewed or 

refreshed. Here we have a God who offers, who, as the psalmist 

confidently speak of, has promised these things in daily life now. 

And, indeed, instead of talking about God, in verse 4 the Psalmist begins to 

talk to God; instead of God in the head, God is a friend in the heart. A 

conversation happens, a relationship grows. This is faith, the only 

true comfort. 

With only 55 words in Hebrew Psalm 23 is one of the shorter psalms and, 

unlike many psalms, there are almost no repetitions.   

And exactly in the middle, with 26 Hebrew words before and after, is “You 

are with me.”  The fulcrum that the poem balances on is “You, God, 

are with me.”   
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God being with us is the center of the poem and the very center of our lives. 

We are not alone here in this life. The whole Gospel is that God is with us. 

Jesus was called “Emmanuel,” which means “God with us.” 

Like the struggling shepherds, though, that doesn’t mean God shelters us 

from trouble.  It means no matter what we go through, God is with us. 

The last verse starts, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the 

days of my life”, but a more accurate translation would be, “Only 

goodness and mercy shall pursue me all the days of my life.” 

That is, we have certainty and confidence that we will have nothing but 

“goodness and mercy” in the days ahead.  Furthermore, the poet 

speaks of God’s goodness and mercy in a vigorous pursuit, like a 

military force pursuing its target. That is, God actively comes after us 

and will not rest until we find goodness and mercy. 

The psalm’s closing puts the final touches on a message that is more about 

life than death. Though traditionally rendered “and I shall dwell in 

the house of the Lord forever,” the Hebrew is literally “and I shall 

return into the house of the Lord for length of days.”  

That is, every day for as long as we live we turn to God and let God bring us 

back into the divine presence from whatever would seek to separate 

us.  That we let God’s spirit be in us, renewing our life force. 

Like the semi-nomadic shepherds, it is good and necessary to rest and 

refresh occasionally by the still water to which God leads us.   

But then it is time for us to move on in our lives to work to help others in 

their lives following the example of the Good Shepherd. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen.   


