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Psalm 23 and trauma - a reflection

Psalm 23 is a psalm about life. We often connect it to death and funerals, but as David Gibson
points out in his book The Lord of Psalm 23, most of the psalm is a commentary on life’s realities’,
including what it is to traverse the valley of the shadow of death — a familiar place for those who
have experienced trauma. Psalm 23 faces up to the realities of life in this broken world while
simultaneously pointing its readers to the Shepherd who walks with them. Gibson offers helpful
observations about the nature of the valley in verse 4 of the psalm, and the following seeks to
capture in shorthand a few of his insights.

Observation 1: The nature of this valley

Some images depicting “the valley of the shadow of death” show hills that slope down towards a
tree-lined ravine, but this does not accurately capture the starkness of the psalmist’s words. As
Gibson unpacks the original text, we discover that this valley is utterly away from any light and
warmth. It is thoroughly covered by shadow, and this “deep darkness is a perfect metaphor for
death’s encroachment on life”? Here in Psalm 23:4, we see no green trees. Here is death casting its
cold shadow on the land of the living. The psalmist gives no detail about this valley, and it is this
undefined description that invites you to map your own encounter onto the text.

For further reflection: how would you describe your valley? What images or words come to mind?
Observation 2: The path in this valley

Psalm 23:4 introduces a shift in language at a vital point. In the first three verses, the Shepherd-
sheep relationship is described in “he-me” terms, but here in verse four it shifts to “you-me”.
Awareness of the Shepherd’s presence is heightened by the change. This is not an abstract
grammar lesson. What verse 4 makes clear is that the Lord is continuing to lead even as the sheep
encounters the threat of death’s shadow. “The unexpected development in the story of Psalm 23 is
that the good shepherd’s paths of righteousness sometimes include the valley of the shadow of
death.”® Finding yourself immersed in death’s shadow does not inherently mean you have strayed
from the righteous path. Though it is often hard to comprehend, sometimes the Shepherd’s way is
through the shadows. But here too there is comfort, for if he is the one who has led you here, then
he is able to bring you out.

For further reflection: what would you say to the Shepherd about the path he has led you on?
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Observation 3: The Shepherd in this valley

If the Shepherd is with his sheep in the valley, then it is worth asking who this Shepherd is. The
psalmist answers this question in verse 1. By invoking the covenant name of the LORD, we are told
this Shepherd is no ordinary shepherd. No, this Shepherd is “the one who is strength [himself], who
never tires, never slumbers, and who never needs protection himself.”* Because this Shepherd is
self-sufficient, he is wholly dedicated to the care and aid of his sheep as he leads them through the
deepest darkness. In him, you have everything you need.

For further reflection: are there any characteristics of the Lord that have been especially precious
to you? Are there any characteristics that you struggle with?

Observation 4: The pace through this valley

Itis human instinct to flee as quickly as possible from threat and danger. We would naturally
expect the psalmist to “run” through the valley of the shadow of death, escaping its horrors.
Instead, we find the psalmist walking. "What kind of person simply walks through deepest
darkness? Only the person who has no reason to fear it.”* When you walk through dark valleys full
of threat, full of unknowns lurking around the corner, full of uncertainties, fear seems entirely
reasonable. Your pace may take on a frenetic energy. But with the Shepherd’s presence, perhaps
your pace can begin to slow, taking on a steady rhythm of depending moment by moment on his
grace.

For further reflection: how would you describe your ‘pace’ at the moment? Anxious and frenetic?
Moving through treacle? Whatever your pace, your Shepherd is with you.

Observation 5: The end of this valley

Notice the psalmist’s phrasing - “Even though | walk through the darkest valley”. This place of
deep woundedness is not the end of the story. “Your valley right now, however its oppressive walls
are formed - from depression to death or a thousand other kinds of darkness besides - is not the
destination but the journey.”” Jesus, your good shepherd, went through the abyss too and emerged
the victor. He is the one leading you through your own valley — you follow his footsteps. Though it
may be suffering first, before glory, be assured that your Shepherd is leading you not just through
this valley, but out of it too.

For further reflection: if you are a Christian believer, brokenness will not have the last word in your
story. Does it ever feel it will? What could help remind you of the hope that is yours in Jesus?
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