
Lent 4     19.03.2023 
SJO. HC. 8&10.30 
______________________ 
1 Sam 16.1-13; Ps 23; Eph 5.8-14; Jn 9.1-41  
______________________ 
Unto God be the glory – 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
___________________ 
Today is sometimes referred to 
   as ‘Laetare’ Sunday. 
 
The Latin, ‘laetare’, 

translates into English 
    as ‘rejoice’. 
 
And is in turn 
 a translation of the 1st word 
  of Isaiah’s Hebrew exhortation – 
    chapter 66, verse 10: 
Rejoice with Jerusalem,  

and be glad for her, 
  all you who love her; 
   rejoice with her in joy…. 
 
Thus it is, 

in this penitential season of Lent, 
   we’re invited – 

more than that,  
exhorted – 

  to rejoice in anticipation 
   of our Lord’s victory 
    over sin and the grave. 
 

**** 
 
With a view to our Lord’s  

evoking our joy,  
I want to look with you  

at today’s psalm – 
surely the most familiar  

of all the psalms – 
     Psalm 23. 

 
It’s said – 

‘familiarity breeds contempt’. 
 
God grant his Holy Spirit, 

that we might be given 
to rediscover 

its freshness and vitality. 
 

*************** 
 
 



The Lord is my shepherd…. 
 
It’s a recurrent image  

in the Old Testament – 
  equally so in the New – 

above all on the lips of Jesus – 
   and that most vividly  

in St John’s Gospel, 
his twice repeated self-designation – 

I am the good shepherd…. 
(Jn 10.11, 14) 

 
Which means that – 
 as his disciples – 
  we’re bound to pray this psalm 
     in his company. 
 
In doing so indeed, 
 we flesh out the very goodness 
  of him who is our good shepherd. 
 

*************** 
 
The Lord is my shepherd,  

I shall not want.  
He makes me to lie down  

in green pastures; 
 he leads me beside still waters;  
    he restores my soul. 

(Ps 23.1-3a) 
 

As disciples of Jesus 
  we're on a journey – 
 a journey from want – 
  lack, spiritual impoverishment – 
 to restoration  

and newness of life –  
what Jesus calls  

…abundant life. 
(Jn 10.10) 

 
**** 

 
I say it’s a journey – 
 because until Jesus  

becomes our shepherd 
   we pretend to be  

our own shepherd. 
 
After all, it’s my life,  

so I’m in charge of it. 
 
The folly of our boasted autonomy 
 is exposed when we hear from Jesus 
   the truth about ourselves – 



  that we’re not shepherds 
     but sheep – 
    and, moreover,  

…lost sheep. 
(cf., Lk 15.4-7) 

 
Our good shepherd 
 takes it upon himself 
  to recover and restore us – 

in his own words: 
…[he] goes after the one that is lost  

until he finds it  
[and having] found it,  

lays it on his shoulders rejoic[ing],  
and … call[ing] together his friends…,  

says to them,  
‘Rejoice with me,  

for I have found my sheep 
      that was lost.’ 

(Lk 15.4-6) 
 

**** 
 
Finding his lost sheep – 
 recovering and restoring us  

to himself – 
  is, I need hardly remind you, 
    costly beyond measure. 
 
What does Jesus say – 

indeed, repeat four times? 
 
The good shepherd  

lays down his life for the sheep. 
(Jn 10.11, 15, 16, 17) 

 
Nothing less than  

the God-forsakenness  
of our Lord’s final hours  

and brutal crucifixion  
can release us  

from our pretended self-mastery,  
and restore us to our proper place  

as his disciples. 
 

Simon Peter’s bitter tears  
on hearing the thrice-repeated  

cock-crow 
epitomises the cost to ourselves  

of giving up our self-mastery  
and surrendering to our  

new allegiance. 
 

*************** 
 



In anticipation…, 
 the cost to us  

doesn’t seem worth it. 
 
In retrospect – 
 altogether so. 
 
It would be hard  

to improve upon  
our psalmist’s description 

   of that retrospective view:  
…he makes me  

to lie down in green pastures; 
  he leads me beside still waters;  
    he restores my soul. 

(Ps 23.2-3a) 
 
Restlessness and anxiety 
 have given place  
  to the still calm, 

the renewal,  
and refreshment of – 

…the peace that passes understanding. 
(Phil 4.7) 

 
The phrase is St Paul’s, 
 whose life after his conversion 

 was anything but peaceful. 
 

Nonetheless, he can testify 
 to the supernatural peace 
  that is his Lord’s gift 
    to his own – 
   green pastures, 
    and quiet waters. 
 

*************** 
 
Our psalmist continues. 
 
Even though I walk  

through the darkest valley, 
    I fear no evil; 
  for you are with me; 
   your rod and your staff – 
     they comfort me. 

(Ps 23.4) 
 
…the darkest valley, 
 or – as in another translation – 
  …the valley of the shadow of death. 
 

**** 
 
 



Assuredly, none of us  
is unfamiliar with it. 

 
Guilt; grief;  

oppression;  
dementia;  

terminal illness…. 
 
Just some of the dark clouds 
  that threaten to blot out the light. 
 
Left alone,  

trying to cope on our own,  
we’re all too susceptible 

to hopelessness and despair. 
 

**** 
 
How different it is, 
 when we’ve entered into 
  a living relationship 
   with the Lord Jesus. 
 
I know my own,  

and my own know me. 
(Jn 10.14) 

 
Words of assurance 
 that follow immediately 
  upon his identifying himself  

as our good Shepherd. 
 
Jesus’ disciple knows,  

with the psalmist – 
…you [Lord] are with me, 
 and in your companionship 
  I find consolation and strength. 
 
The darkness doesn’t vanish. 
 
We grieve;  

we weep;  
we feel our frailty – 

acutely. 
 
We continue to walk 

along the dark valley 
and in death’s dark shadow. 

 
But we proceed – 

again quoting St Paul – 
…not as those without hope. 

(cf., 1 Thess 4.13) 
 
 



And be it said – 
 one of the surest means 
  to our being sustained in hope 
    in our darkest times 

is the presence of a fellow disciple – 
their constancy testifying 

   to the real  
but unseen constancy  

of our good shepherd. 
 

*************** 
 
And now the psalmist 
 addresses the disciple’s 
  inevitable confrontation 

with opposition and hostility. 
 
You prepare a table before me 
  in the presence of my enemies; 
 you anoint my head with oil; 
    my cup overflows.  

(Ps 23.5) 
 
…my enemies. 
 
It’s surely 

the most startling aspect  
of our discipleship of Christ. 

 
And yet, it is a persistent theme 
  in the New Testament – 
   above all on the lips of Jesus. 
 
Returning once more 
 to St John’s good shepherd chapter, 
    Jesus warns of – 
…thieves and bandits, 
  and wolves – 
 wolves he says that  
…snatch or scatter his sheep. 

(Jn 10.1, 8, 10, 12) 
 

Elsewhere he warns 
 of such hostile agents 
   within his flock. 
 
The archetype being 

Judas Iscariot – one of the 12. 
 
It mightn’t be a bad thing, 
 indeed, perhaps salutary, 
  for you and I to take stock –  
   to ask ourselves whether 
     we might be 
  



a wolf in sheep’s clothing – 
(cf., Mt 7.15) 

 subtly, or even not so subtly, 
  undermining our Lord’s ministry 
     at St Jude’s. 
 

**** 
 
Reassuringly, our psalmist insists: 

the faithful disciple – 
even in face of such 

diabolical hostility – 
is graciously provided for 

by the Lord – 
…a [sumptuously laden] table 
  and an overflowing cup. 
 
You may like to bear  

that image in mind 
  as you come forward  

in a few minutes 
to receive the holy eucharist. 

 
*************** 

 
Which brings us  

to the celebratory conclusion  
of our psalm. 

 
Surely goodness and mercy  

shall follow me 
   all the days of my life, 
 and I shall dwell  

in the house of the Lord forever. 
(Ps 23.6) 

 
In light of our Lord’s resurrection 
 we can surely translate the psalmist’s 
   …my whole life long, 
    or …all my days, 
     as forever? 
 
Doesn’t our Lord  

identify himself as – 
…the resurrection and the life? 
 
And doesn’t he 

immediately go on to say: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



…those who believe in me,  
even though they die, will live,  

and everyone who lives  
and believes in me  

will never die. 
(Jn 11.25f.) 

 
* 
 

Nor is that promise 
 restricted to life after death. 

 
In the words of our psalmist: 
…goodness and mercy  
  shall follow me  

all the days of my life – 
 “tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow”. 

 
It is, of course, 

our Lord’s goodness 
   and mercy: 
   his goodness being  

his faithfulness and generosity; 
  his mercy – his ready willingness  

to begin again with us  
new every morning –  

but also…, whenever,  
wittingly or unwittingly,  

               we disappoint him. 
 

*************** 
 
Laetare Sunday. 
 
A day in this season of Lent 
 when we’re summoned to rejoice – 
  anticipating our glad celebration 
   of our Lord’s Easter victory. 
 
I give the last word to St Paul – 
 that exhilarating summons 
  with which today’s epistle 
     concluded: 
Sleeper, awake! 
 Rise from the dead, 
  and Christ will shine upon you. 

(Eph 5.14) 
Amen. 
 


