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  This week we begin our stewardship emphasis which means that 
we’re setting apart some time to talk intentionally and directly about our 
response to God’s generosity toward us. 

During the last year, our Stewardship Ministry has been working to 
remind us that it is right to  respond to God’s generosity with good 
stewardship all the time, but at this time of year we traditionally put an even 
heavier emphasis on stewardship for practical reasons as much as spiritual 
ones.  It takes resources to do ministry and to participate in God’s mission, 
and so we set apart a time in which we are called on to offer what we have 
and to make commitments that God uses to make ministry and mission 
happen.  This is the backdrop for the sermon series that we are starting 
today, and while it is important to think and pray over these next few weeks 
about what we have to give, or how much we might give, our sermon series 
is focused on the theme that our Stewardship Ministry has tried to hold before 
us all year long.  That theme is “Together for Joy,” which is meant to teach 
and remind us that God has intentionally formed us into a community that 
gives us joy, but that also allows us to bring the joy that comes from Jesus 
to others.   

The first of our Scripture readings this morning points to this truth that 
God has set us apart not for our own interests and benefit alone.  God has 
called us out and put us together to be a blessing to our neighbors and to 
make us witnesses to God’s presence, and power, and love.  Listen to what 
Jesus says in Matthew 5:13-16. “You are the salt of the earth; but if salt 
has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good 
for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot.14 “You are the 
light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 15 No one after 
lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, 
and it gives light to all in the house. 16 In the same way, let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give 
glory to your Father in heaven.  Today, and for the rest of this month, we 
will be considering some specific ways that God calls and empowers us to 
be salt and light by exploring 4 different Psalms.  The Psalms that we’ll be 
looking at tell us something about the gifts and blessings that have come to 



us from God, and they help us understand something about how those 
blessings turn us into the kind of community through which God truly does 
deliver grace, and love, and joy to others.  We’re starting today with the 
second of our Scripture readings which is Psalm 23.  Let’s listen to the 
Psalm. 

 
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. 

 
 There is probably no Psalm that is more familiar to us than Psalm 23.  
Many of us probably first learned it as children, and you can see why our 
parents and Sunday school teachers would introduce and incorporate this 
Psalm into the faith foundation that they laid for us because it taught us early 
on that we could count on the Lord to lead us as we began making our way 
through life - and it really is a Psalm for life.   We probably hear it most often 
at funerals so we may tend to associate it with death, but even when it is 
read in the context of a funeral, the words of comfort and assurance are really 
for the living who need the help, and protection, and comforting presence of 
the Shepherd who leads us and cares for us even through the difficult and 
threatening parts of life.   
 The Psalm is attributed to David who had both the experience of 
shepherding and frightening life experiences that surely served as inspiration 
when he crafted the poem.  Consider what David might have had in mind 



when we come to the lines about the valley of the shadow of death.  From 
his own experience as a shepherd, he knew about the literal dark valleys and 
treacherous ravines that covered the Judean wilderness where he tended 
his own flocks.  As he passed with his sheep through these narrow passages, 
there were rocks to climb over, and rocks that could come sliding down from 
the higher places, and there were nooks and caves where threatening 
animals or robbers could hide before jumping out unexpectedly to attack the 
sheep or the shepherd.  This was the kind of path that shepherds like David 
would have described as the valley of the shadow of death.  Most people 
have parts of their jobs that they don’t enjoy very much.  Even when a person 
is doing their dream job, there is often some little aspect of it that is tedious 
or unappealing in some way, but you just do it because it’s part of the job.  I 
imagine that traversing these kinds of dangerous ravines and valleys would 
be one of the less enjoyable parts of a shepherd’s work, but the shepherd 
takes his sheep through anyway because the good pasture and the cool 
water are on the other side.   
 David seems to have remembered passing through these literal valleys 
when later he found himself passing through figurative dark valleys.  Some 
Bible commentators think that David wrote this Psalm during one such time 
when he was hiding out in a cave from King Saul who was trying to find him 
and kill him.  John Fain was the pastor of First Presbyterian Church in 
Hendersonville, NC during the 60’s and he published a book of his sermons 
on the 23rd Psalm called He Restoreth My Soul.  In one of those sermons, 
he described what he imagined was going through David’s mind as he fled 
from Saul.  He said, “Saul gathered his men about him and pursued after 
David over the hills, down the valleys, through the streams, day after day, for 
a long period of time.  Finally, David thought, ‘If I’m going to escape Saul, I 
must get into one of those caves in Adullam.’  He crossed the crest of the 
hill, and before Saul could cross with his men, he scampered into one of 
those many caves without being seen.  He looked down in the valley, and 
there he saw Saul with his men, seeking his life.  He looked up on the 
opposite slope and saw a shepherd and his sheep, he said, ‘This exactly 
reveals the relationship between the Lord and me at this moment.’ And he 
began to think, if not pen, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.’”   
 We can imagine what a comfort it would have been to David in that 
moment or in any of the other difficult times in his life to think of the Lord as 
his shepherd.  Knowing the Lord as his shepherd meant knowing that he was 
no more alone than the sheep under his care were.  It meant knowing that 
as surely as his own sheep were fed and watered and cared for, so he would 
be.   It meant knowing that just as surely as he knew that there was better 



pasture on the other side of the dark valleys that he crossed with his sheep, 
that the Lord knew that there was something better in store for David on the 
other side of his valleys and the Lord would help him get there.  David’s 
Psalm is an expression of his trust in the Lord, and we can have that same 
confidence and trust in the Lord as we live our lives.  We are not alone.  We 
will be fed and cared for, and when we have to pass through dark valleys, 
we will be protected and led to the other side.   
 Knowing the Shepherd and knowing that we can trust the Shepherd 
really does make a difference in our lives, and you can probably give 
examples and tell stories about scary times when you didn’t feel afraid 
because you knew the Lord was with you, or maybe there was a time when 
you didn’t feel worried because you knew the Lord would take care of you 
even when you weren’t sure how.  For me, one of those times was when I 
knew my marriage had come to an end.  I was only working part-time at that 
time and the girls were young, and I wasn’t exactly sure what we were going 
to do, but in spite of all of the uncertainty I felt secure because I knew that 
the Lord was going to lead me and take care of us (and the Lord did).  Yes, 
knowing and trusting the Lord makes a big difference in the way we feel, but 
there is more.  It also makes a difference in the things we do.   
  We collectively entered the dark and treacherous valley through the 
Covid pandemic I8 months ago.   I remember the week when the question 
started swirling around about closing church and it seemed like that would 
never happen, and, if it did, surely, we would be back within a few short 
weeks.  We had no idea what we were in for! We had no idea, but what we 
did know was the same thing that David knew.  We knew that the Lord is our 
Shepherd, and we knew that we could trust the Lord to lead us and because 
we knew that, we said, we’re going to worship anyway. Brian and I said we’ll 
learn how to preach to a camera.    We’ll learn how to format the service 
differently and since we can’t get the choir together, Tony said, I’ll learn how 
to do different things with the music.  I’ll learn how to attend church on my 
computer, you said, and we’ll all learn how to have communion together even 
when we’re apart.   We trusted that God was still on the throne and still with 
us to receive our worship, so we kept on worshipping as we took those first 
steps forward through the dark valley.  And we kept going and we kept 
trusting that the Lord was our Shepherd and then the time came for the 
mission fair, but we couldn’t do an in-person mission fair like we’d always 
done.  We saw the obstacle, but we also trusted.  The Lord is our Shepherd. 
So we decided to create a catalog and invite people to “attend” the mission 
fair by looking at the catalog and then give to the mission projects that were 
featured in the catalog.  We raised more through the catalog than we ever 



had with the in-person event.  These are just some of the things that we have 
done over the last 18 months.  There have been lots of things that we have 
done as we’ve passed through the valley of Covid, and there are things that 
we are still doing, and we do them because we know and trust the Shepherd 
who leads us.  
 We may be excited about all the ways that we have adapted and 
learned and tried to be faithful to our calling during Covid because we want 
our church to keep going.  You are here because you get a lot out of being 
a part of this faith community.  You have built friendships here. You’ve used 
your gifts in service to God and others. Your relationship with God has grown 
as you’ve been spiritually nurtured and fed.  We want all of that to keep 
happening for our own benefit, but Jesus’s words that we heard at the 
beginning remind us that we are here for the people out there who are 
walking through the dark valley of Covid and all kinds of other dark valleys 
without hope and without assurance that there is a Shepherd who loves them 
and wants to lead them.  When we go through difficult times whatever they 
may be, and we do what we do anyway because we are trusting the 
Shepherd, we become witnesses to the hope that is ours and we become a 
place where others can find hope and learn to know and trust the Shepherd 
too. The world needs places of hope, maybe not more than ever but certainly 
as much as ever.  Together, trusting in the Lord our Shepherd, we can 
continue to be one of those places.  Amen.   


