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Psalm 23 Salem, Bridgeport 

"Joy in the Journey" 

 

If I were to ask you to picture the 23
rd

 Psalm in your mind, what would you see? 

 My guess is that most of you would see an idyllic, pastoral scene. 

It's an educated guess, because I looked at paintings of Psalm 23 online and here's what I saw: 

 out of 100 paintings,  

  - only 10 were not idyllic – the rest were all pretty much peaceful pastures; and 

  - only 10 indicated any motion – the rest were all static scenes. 

Certainly there are images that conjure up a picture of stillness and peace –  

 "lie down in green pastures", "beside still waters", sitting at "table",  

  while passively letting the Lord work. 

But there are many more images of movement than of stillness in this psalm. 

 The shepherd is really busy!  He "restores", "comforts", "prepares", "anoints", and pours. 

 And other than brief respites for sleep and water and food, the sheep is in motion, too, 

  as the shepherd "leads" and "guides" and the sheep "walks".
i
 

It's a journey, after all. 

 

Now let's face it.   

 Sheep would probably prefer to spend their time  

  lying down in lush green pastures beside the cool, still waters. 

 But shepherds know that's not what's best for the sheep 

  because in summer the streams dry up, the pastures turn brown, and the heat is stifling. 

 Much better to move to higher ground. 

The same is true for us.   

 We find a place of comfort and safety and we want to stay. 

  Maybe it's the job we have, or the house we live in, or the daily routines we've developed. 

 Often we're like sheep, unaware that the season is changing,  

  that things around us are going to dry up or turn brown or get too hot for comfort, 

 and we need our Good Shepherd to get us on the move to higher ground.   

 

Which is, of course, what will, in the long run, be best. 

The problem is that the journey isn't always easy –  

 the path is not always smooth,  

 the weather is not always pleasant,  

 and the future is certainly not predictable.  

We'd rather have God just magically lift us to higher ground.   

 And sometimes that does happen. 

 But most of the time, God just says, "Come on.  Time to move.  Let's get going."  

  and then gives us a prod with a staff. 

And then we get to that valley of the shadow of death and it's dangerous and scary and uncomfortable 

  and we wish we were back in those lush green pastures.  

 We just don't understand that they are no longer lush – that what we need is not behind us but ahead of us –  

  and that if we just keep trusting the shepherd, we'll be okay. 

 

And yet we really resist the valley of shadows – the unknowns, the threats, the changes. 

  

But what we need to remember is that beyond the shadows there is always light; 

 there is something beyond the pain, beyond the anger, beyond the fear. 

  We just have to look and trust that God will lead us through whatever it is that threatens us. 



When I was growing up, kids didn't vandalize church playgrounds. 

 When ours was vandalized I wanted to go back to the lush green pastures of my childhood, 

  but instead I was faced with this threat, this shadow of death,  

   that made me want to react in anger and fear. 

  Put up signs, fences, walls, whatever it took to keep people out! 

  It seemed to be the only logical, sane thing to do by the standards of this world. 

 And yet, I know that our call as a church is to invite people in. 

  We should talk to the kids, build relationships with them.  But when?  how? 

 I had no answer.  I'm just a sheep. 

But the shepherd was with us and arranged everything so that we could do what we were called to do, 

 as Jen shared in her God-sighting earlier.   

Beyond the shadows, the threats, the fear, was light. 
 

We all walk through valleys of shadows. 

 For some, it may be because we've lost a job we love,  

  and we have no idea if or when or where we will find another one. 

 For some, it may be illness or injury that is causing us pain. 

 For some, it may be relationships that are filled with hurt and anger and resentment. 

No matter what valley we find ourselves in, however, it's all part of the journey to which we've been called. 

And no matter what shadows threaten us, we are not alone.   
 

Getting through the valley requires faith.   

 We can stay there, stuck in our unpleasant situation, refusing to go where the shepherd leads 

 or we can understand that whatever the situation, it is just part of the journey  

  and have faith that the shepherd will lead us through.   
 

Yes, maybe we lost our job – but we need to see the situation not as loss, but as opportunity –  

 the chance to do something different, to learn new things,  

  to continue to grow into that which we are called to be. 

Yes, maybe we are suffering pain in our bodies – but we need to see the physical pain for what it is –  

 a communication from our bodies that something is not in balance, that we need to something to change – 

  maybe we need to change how we eat or exercise or work or sleep,  

  maybe we need medication or therapy or surgery. 

 Pain is not designed to be a negative thing, but a positive one that helps us live healthier lives. 

Yes, maybe we are in a horribly broken relationship, but we need to see the emotional pain for what it is – 

 a communication from the universe that we have something to learn or something to work out 

  as we grow into the kind of disciples that Jesus calls us to be –  

   people who forgive those who don't deserve it, time and time and time again, 

   people who continue to reach out in love even those who have hurt them repeatedly in the past. 
 

What our psalm reminds us is that life is a journey, an adventure. 

 The path is not always smooth, the weather is not always pleasant, & the future is certainly not predictable.  

 There will be times when we are uncomfortable and hurting,  

  times when we're angry and resentful, times when we feel frightened and scared.  
 

But we are not alone.   

 The Divine Energy which brought us into being and which has brought us thus far on the way,  

  will always be with us 

 The Good Shepherd will keep leading us and guiding us through valleys and shadows. 

 There will be times to rest in green pastures and drink from still waters, 

  there will be times of feasting and oil and gladness, 

 but mostly it is a journey – a journey through darkness to light, through despair to hope, and through fear to faith. 

And as we persist in looking for the positive, as we continue following the Shepherd, as we keep returning to God,  

 goodness and grace will chase us down, catch us up, and lift us up in joy.  Amen 

                                                 
i
 Even the word "dwell" is better translated "return". (http://www.workingpreacher.org/brainwave.aspx?podcast_id=618) 


