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“Not Just for Funerals”
Psalm 23 June 23, 2019

Ask any pastor to describe the greatest gift of this 
vocation, and you are likely to hear something like this: it is 
the privilege of walking alongside precious people through 
the highest highs and lowest lows of life. We are offered 
the incredible opportunity to offer a ministry of presence 
in the midst of joy-filled celebration and when surrounded 
by overwhelming grief and sadness. The message is always 
the same—God is with us. No matter the circumstance, 
God is present. In my own life, I find the need for that 
reassurance in almost every part of my life. This is one of 
the reasons why I am part of a church. I need to be regularly 
reminded that God is not absent from my life—not when I 
am flying high and not when I am in the depths of sorrow. 
As we welcome others to experience community rooted in 
Christ’s transforming love, I do wonder how those without 
faith or a faith community manage the highs and lows that 
life inevitably brings our way. 

One of the ways people of faith have long navigated those 
ups and downs is by remembering and repeating ancient 
words of scripture. As we continue our series on scriptures 
to know by heart, we come this morning to perhaps the most 
memorable of all memory verses, the 23rd Psalm. Listen 
now for God’s word through this poetic proclamation:

The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
he leads me beside still waters; 
   he restores my soul.

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

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
   all the days of my life,
and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD
   my whole life long.
 This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.

If I were to ask the last time you heard those words, 
I imagine most of us would recall hearing them read at 
a funeral or memorial service. I have rarely led one in 
which the words of the 23rd Psalm were not recited by 
the congregation or read by the clergy. My friend Jenny 
McDevitt, who officiated many memorial services in her 
former position as Pastoral Care Minister for a large church 
in Kansas City, understands why we cling to this Psalm in 
those times. She writes that Psalm 23 is, “a brilliant funeral 
text, because in those moments, we are reaching for our 
best and truest words about the sum of life and the love of 
God—and we find them here.” But Jenny continues with 
an equally important observation… (still), “it is worth the 
effort of helping folks realize that Psalm 23 is a guide and 
comfort every day. It is a psalm of confidence, a psalm of 
trust. It is filled with the themes of provision, presence, 
abundance, and restoration. That is always good news.” i

A couple of weeks ago, I was working on this sermon in a 
local coffee shop at a large common table. I got up to take a 
walk around the block and asked the woman seated at the 
other end of the table to watch my laptop. When I returned, 
she observed that I looked intensely focused and wondered 
if I was studying for an exam. When I told her what I was 
actually doing, and mentioned the scripture passage, she 
smiled. She began to recite the words, explaining that this 
was the first scripture she ever memorized because it was the 
bedtime prayer that she and her sister were taught. I would 
imagine that there are others in the sanctuary this morning 
who learned these words as children. And even if you are 
hearing them for the first time this morning, the message 
they offer is a simple yet profound statement of our faith. 

One of the under-appreciated aspects of the Twenty-
Third Psalm is its honest assessment of life in this world. 

 Rev. Christopher A. Henry
Senior Pastor
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Contained within the beautifully poetic words is a ready 
acknowledgment of the challenges of life. There are valleys 
of darkness and the shadow of death, there is evil facing us, 
there are enemies within and beyond us. Our bodies need 
rest, our souls require restoration, we lack comfort without 
the symbols of God’s constant presence. One Old Testament 
scholar puts it this way, “It is God’s companionship that 
transforms every situation. It does not mean that there are 
no deathly valleys, no enemies…Psalm 23 knows that evil is 
present in the world, but it is not feared.” 

Why not? Because of the promise contained in the 
opening phrase of the Psalm. One of my favorite translations 
puts the promise this way: ”The Lord is my shepherd. I have 
everything I need.” Eugene Peterson captures it this way in 
The Message: “God, my shepherd! I don’t need a thing.” 

In other words, only the constant presence of a loving 
and compassionate shepherd can enable us to move beyond 
our fear and into a place of confident trust. The image of the 
shepherd is used throughout scripture to offer a picture of 
how God cares for us. Sheep are naturally fearful, skittish, 
and easily distracted. Sheep are constantly in danger from 
scarcity, darkness, and enemies. It is only the presence of 
the shepherd that guarantees safety and provision. Psalm 
23 tells us that God is like that shepherd—leading us to 
pastures of abundance and restoration, guiding us in the 
right paths, protecting us from danger, and offering us a 
place to live in the security of love. Who among us is not 
encouraged by this image of protective grace?

This Psalm of trust is also deeply personal. The words are 
meant to be repeated in moments of anxiety and fear—the 
Lord is my shepherd. In other words, the poetic affirmation 
represents the testimony of one faithful sheep who knows 
about danger, toils, and snares, who has been in the valley, 
and has found God a faithful guide even there. And, like all 
testimony, the words of the Psalmist invite us to join in the 
affirmation of God’s provision. I noticed that many of you 
were mouthing the words of Psalm 23 along with me this 
morning. That is exactly as it was meant to be. Testimony is 
meant to be shared.

Psalm 23 is a psalm of trust set against the background 
of life in the real world—the world of disappointment and 
sadness, joy and fulfillment, struggle and pain, love and 
heartache. The promise of the Psalm is that God is leading 
us through this world. And that’s good news. If we commit 
these words to memory, we might find ourselves repeating 

them often in the course of our complicated and chaotic lives.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 in the hospital at the bedside of a loved one.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when dropping a child off for the first night away  

 from home.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 as I make a difficult decision that will impact my  

 family’s future.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when I am afraid, anxious, lost in despair.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when the pain of grief is more than I can bear alone.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when I am angry over the injustice and inhumanity  

 of humankind.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when I am so exhausted I can’t take another step.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when I believe I have fallen too fast or drifted too far.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 when my life’s purpose is unclear.

The Lord is my shepherd…
 in every moment and no matter what. 

In remembering and repeating that promise, we find 
the courage to trust even in the darkest valleys. Even there 
God’s presence surrounds us.

The Psalm concludes with the ultimate picture of trust 
and safety—“I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” 
In 1719, when the great hymn-writer and preacher Isaac 
Watts published his powerful paraphrase of Psalm 23, he 
described the picture in these evocative words—“No more 
a stranger, or a guest, but like a child at home.”

Watts’ words give witness to a vision of faithful 
community that captivates and inspires me. A home for all 
God’s children. A place of encounter with the divine and a 
place of belonging with others. 

The author Anne Lamott shares a true story that her 
minister told in a sermon. When the minister was seven 
years old, her best friend got lost one day. “The little girl ran 
up and down the streets of the big town where they lived, 
but she couldn’t find a single landmark. She was frightened. 
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Finally, a policeman stopped to help her. He put her in 
the passenger seat of his car, and they drove around town 
for what seemed like hours. Finally, outside the passenger 
window, she saw her church. She pointed it out to the 
policeman and told him confidently, ‘You can let me out 
now. This is my church, and I can always find my way home 
from there.’”

Lamott writes, “And that is why I have stayed so close to 
mine – because no matter how bad I am feeling, how lost or 
lonely or frightened, when I see the faces of the people at my 
church, and hear their voices, I can always find my way home.”

Each time we celebrate the life of one who has joined the 
church eternal, our liturgy ends with a prayer commended 
our sister or brother to God’s eternal care. That prayer 
includes these words: “Acknowledge, we humbly pray, a 
sheep of your own fold, a lamb of your own flock.” A child 
of God at home. Sometimes, the simplest words offer the 
truest message. God is with me. I have everything I need. A 
promise to know by heart. Amen.

____________________________________________
i  From Jenny McDevitt’s wonderful paper for our By the Vine group, 
February 2015.


