
Eighteenth Sunday after Trinity: 11 October 2020 

 

Readings 

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, 

    I 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 LORD 

    my whole life long. 

 

Matthew 22.1-14 

22 Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, 

saying: 2 “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a 

king who gave a wedding banquet for his son. 3 He sent 

his slaves to call those who had been invited to the 

wedding banquet, but they would not come. 4 Again he 

sent other slaves, saying, ‘Tell those who have been 

invited: Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and 

my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is 

ready; come to the wedding banquet.’ 5 But they made 

light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his 

business, 6 while the rest seized his slaves, mistreated 

them, and killed them. 7 The king was enraged. He sent 

his troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their 

city. 8 Then he said to his slaves, ‘The wedding is ready, 

but those invited were not worthy. 9 Go therefore into 

the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the 

wedding banquet.’ 10 Those slaves went out into the 

streets and gathered all whom they found, both good 

and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with guests. 
11 “But when the king came in to see the guests, he 

noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding 

robe, 12 and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in 

here without a wedding robe?’ And he was 

speechless. 13 Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind 

him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer 

darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of 

teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.” 

 

 

Reflection 

 

Part 1 

If you’ve ever had anything to do with babies or very young children, you’ll probably remember that from 

time to time they tend to cry, sometimes quite loudly, sometimes for what seems like quite a long time. In 

these circumstances the adult carer goes through a mental checklist of what could be wrong. Is it hunger, 

pain, a wet nappy, tiredness?  Decides which of these it is and then acts accordingly. 

But sometimes the problem is none of these things. The child simply needs to be comforted, needs to know 

that they are not alone. So the adult picks them up and cuddles them. Often we give them things to hold on 

to when we can’t be with them all the time, a dummy, a comfort blanket, a special cuddly toy. I wonder 

how many hours have been spent looking for that manky teddy, or dingy rabbit, or piece of greying cloth? 

We too need comfort, especially as we head towards the darkness and cold of winter with the threat of 

Covid and the certainty of economic hardship for many ahead. We have our friends and family beside us of 

course, but how comforting is that when we are all on a sinking lifeboat? 

We too need to know that we are not alone, that we our loved and cared for, that we will be alright in the 

end. 
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And down the centuries the psalm that we heard today – Psalm 23 – has acted as a comfort blanket for 

mankind. 

We only have to hear the opening words ‘The Lord is my shepherd’ to feel that, as Julian of Norwich said, 

‘All will be well’. 

But what is it about this psalm that resonates with our human condition, with our great need? 

Many scholars have pointed to the importance of the phrase in verse 4: ‘For you are with me’ – one wrote 

‘this is the gospel kernel of the Old Testament, the good news that turns anguish into joy’. 

And maybe that’s all we need to take away from today – that God is with us. But if we look a little more 

deeply into the verses, perhaps we can come to understand in what sense God is standing alongside us. 

Like Jesus, in his frequent use of stories to convey a deeper meaning, the psalmist uses pictures or 

metaphors to explain the breadth of God’s love and care. And in this psalm two metaphors speak of 

Yahweh: the caring shepherd in verses 1 to 4 and the gracious host in verses 5 and 6. 

As an aside, this division into two sections is very convenient, because Jane has suggested that while we 

continue to have a zoom service followed by an actual service, we should try to preach a sermon in two 

parts, so that those members of the congregation who attend both have something fresh to listen to the 

second time around.  

So in this service we will be looking particularly at the image of the shepherd, and in the next – the image of 

the host. 

So – ‘The Lord is my shepherd’.  This is arguably one of the best-known Bible verses in the British cultural 

tradition, and consequently has perhaps accumulated meaning far beyond the text.  It is often seen as 

synonymous with a message of comfort at a time of great sorrow, and has been used in numerous songs 

and films. In the film ‘Titanic’, for example, it is said when the ship is sinking and in Warhorse a British 

soldier recites the psalm while crossing no man’s land. The psalm, or one of the many hymns based on 

Psalm 23 is often used at funeral services, not perhaps just to state God’s caring and concern for human 

beings, but as an anchor to a cultural hope that God brings succour. In moments of need or loss most 

people want to believe that there’s something out there. 

So what does the shepherd of Psalm 23 do?  

Well, he takes the sheep on a journey. And these aren’t unwilling sheep, they are happy to be guided.  

The shepherd takes them to green pastures. They can rest there and feed on the nourishing grass. All is 

going well for them, they are happy and contented. They might not be aware of the shepherd, but he keeps 

a watchful eye. 

He leads them beside still waters or waters of rest, where their soul or life is restored.  

He leads them in the right paths – he helps them to live good lives. One of the readings set for today is from 

Philippians and this is how it describes what living a good life might entail: 

‘Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 

pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, 

think about these things.’ 

And when the shepherd takes the flock into the darkest valley he is with them, protecting them from all 

harm. 

Centuries later Jesus said to his disciples. 
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‘I am the good shepherd. I know my own, and my own know me. Just as the father knows me and I know 

the father.’  

Jesus walks the path of life with us. He is our good shepherd. 

As children of God we are loved and known, and whatever happens we know that God is there. 

I’m sure that you’re very familiar with this verse by Minnie Louise Haskins. Like psalm 23 it also brings 

words of comfort and hope in dark times. 

‘And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year: 

“Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.” 

And he replied: 

“Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the Hand of God. 

That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.” 

So I went forth, and finding the Hand of God, trod gladly into the night. 

And He led me towards the hills and the breaking of day in the lone East.’ 

 

 

Part 2 

 

It’s really good to see people here – well to see your eyes above the masks anyway! It still seems strange to 

look out at you all and only see half a face.  Maybe we will get used to it in the end! Let’s hope that the end 

is sooner rather than later. 

In many ways the fact that we’re wearing masks indicates some degree of anxiety – by both the 

government and by us. The government doesn’t want the virus to spread – and we certainly don’t want to 

catch it! 

I looked on the NHS website and it has this to say about anxiety: 

Anxiety is a feeling of unease, such as worry or fear, that can be mild or severe. 

Everyone has feelings of anxiety at some point in their life. For example, you may feel worried and anxious 

about sitting an exam, or having a medical test or job interview. 

During times like these, feeling anxious can be perfectly normal. 

But some people find it hard to control their worries. Their feelings of anxiety are more constant and can 

often affect their daily lives. 

We live in difficult times, threat of illness and economic hardship linger in the waiting rooms of our lives. 

But is it any worse for us than for millions of others who have gone before? Think what it would have been 

like to have lived in the East End during the Blitz, the NE during the depression, England during the civil 

war?  

But knowing that other people have been through bad times doesn’t make our present circumstance any 

easier.  

So where can we turn for comfort?  

Well probably to each other.  
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Is it my imagination – or have people seemed kinder and more understanding lately? Certainly there does 

seem to be a feeling that we’re all in this together. And one of the more positive outcomes of the last few 

months is what seems to be an increasing feeling that we can all help each other out. 

But as Christians we also have the comfort of our faith, the knowledge that even in difficult times, God is 

with us. 

Earlier in the year the diocese of Oxford invited people to stop each day at 11.00am to say the Lord’s prayer 

and the 23rd psalm: both texts that the church has held on to down the centuries. 

Psalm 23 is a wonderful psalm conveying through metaphor the overarching message of God’s loving 

kindness. Two images are given to us, that of a good shepherd leading us on our journey through life and 

that of God as the host at a feast. And underpinning both the certainty expressed in verse 4 that God is 

with us in very personal and intimate terms: 

‘You are with me’ 

Earlier in our zoom service we looked at the first metaphor – that of the good shepherd, and now we turn 

to the second: that of the generous host. Shepherd and host – a strange combination you might think. But 

then again perhaps not. In ancient times many shepherds were Bedouins – nomads travelling through the 

deserts with their flocks. According to the Bedouin law of hospitality, once a traveller is received into the 

shepherd’s tent, and especially once his host has spread food before him, he is guaranteed immunity from 

his enemies, who may be attempting to overtake him. In pastoral circles no human protection is greater 

than that afforded by the hospitality of a Bedouin chief. 

In the psalm a table is prepared before us, our heads are anointed with oil and our cup overflows. The 

psalmist sees this as our present situation. This banquet isn’t what we experience at the end of our journey. 

It isn’t what awaits us when we die. It is what we are experiencing right now. 

God is with us and goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of our lives. 

God is with us and we will dwell in the house of the Lord our whole life long. 

Sometimes it is hard to take this in, to fully comprehend God’s generosity and love for each one of us. But 

God is with us, he is inviting each one of us to the feast. 

You might know the poem by George Herbert – ‘Love bade me welcome’. It draws from psalm 23 and also 

from the strange parable about the wedding feast that we heard read this morning. The poem is a 

conversation between the host and the guest. Mark Oakley, Dean of St John’s College Cambridge has a 

chapter on this poem in his book ‘The Splash of Words.’ 

He has this to say about the poem and particularly about our relationship with God. He writes a bit about 

friendship and then says: 

‘In the presence of a true friend we become very different people from those we often spend the day 

being, and Herbert is clear that self-scrutiny is called for in the presence of his truest friend and God. He 

knows that if a friendship with God and with himself is to be authentic then it needs to be open… Because 

God is his friend, you sense in Herbert’s words that salvation is secure, forgiveness is unconditional, grace is 

irresistible. Nothing he can do or say can separate him from God.’ 

And here’s the poem: 

Love bade me welcome. Yet my soul drew back 

 Guilty of dust and sin. 

But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack 

 From my first entrance in, 
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Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning, 

 If I lacked any thing. 

 

A guest, I answered, worthy to be here: 

 Love said, You shall be he. 

I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear, 

 I cannot look on thee. 

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,  

 Who made the eyes but I? 

 

Truth Lord, but I have marred them: let my shame 

 Go where it doth deserve. 

And know you not, says Love, who bore the blame? 

 My dear, then I will serve. 

You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat: 

 So I did sit and eat. 

 

And as the psalmist says: 

 

You prepare a table before me 

 in the presence of my enemies; 

you anoint my head with oil; 

 my cup overflows. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 

 l the days of my life, 

and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD 

 my whole life long. 

 

 

Collect for the eighteenth Sunday after Trinity   

God, our judge and saviour, 

teach us to be open to your truth 

and to trust in your love, 

that we may live each day 

with confidence in the salvation which is given 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
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Intercessions 

The response to ‘Lord our shepherd’ is ‘Hear our prayer’ 

 

The Lord is my shepherd. 

God is round about me how can I be dismayed? 

We come before you now to thank you for all your 

goodness to us and to ask for your continued 

blessing on our lives and the lives of our brothers 

and sisters. 

Lord our shepherd     Hear our prayer 

 

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 

Wherever he may guide me, no want shall turn me 

back 

My shepherd is beside me and nothing can I lack. 

Lord, look with compassion on your children who 

are without shelter, food or clothing. Stand with all 

those working to keep others alive. 

And may we, who have so much material wealth, 

help our brothers and sisters in need.  

Lord our shepherd     Hear our prayer 

 

The Lord is my shepherd 

He makes me lie down in green pastures; 

he leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul. 

Help us to appreciate our time beside the still 

waters where we can relax in your love. 

Lord our shepherd     Hear our prayer 

 

The Lord is my shepherd 

He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 

Help us to live our lives in the light of your 

commandments to love you and our neighbours as 

ourselves. 

Lord our shepherd     Hear our prayer 

 

The Lord is my shepherd 

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. 

Be with all those journeying though dark valleys.  

We think of those who are frightened and alone;  

those who are sick, and those who mourn the loss 

of someone they have loved.  

In a moment of quiet we bring before God those on 

our hearts today. 

Lord our shepherd     Hear our prayer 

 

The Lord is my shepherd. 

You prepare a table before me in the presence of 

my enemies; 

you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 

Help us to live as people loved by our Lord, in 

perpetual gratitude for our place at his table. 

Lord our shepherd     Hear our prayer 

 

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. 

 

Merciful Father 

Accept these prayers for the sake of your son, our 

saviour Jesus Christ.   Amen 

 

As our Saviour taught us, so we pray: 

Our Father….. 

 

 


