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 Today is known in the church year as “Good Shepherd Sunday.” All our readings pick up the 

image of God and Jesus as our shepherd. Therefore, we always get Psalm 23 on this Sunday. Psalm 23 is 

also the most common Psalm heard at funerals. So I’ve heard it three times this week. As I’m sure 

you’ve heard, it’s been a tough pastoral stretch for our community. But having heard this Psalm so many 

times has given me cause to wonder, what is it about Psalm 23 that makes it an almost essential part of 

any farewell to life on this earth?  

 It is, admittedly, a beautiful Psalm. Not too long, not too short. It’s like a sonnet, every line full 

of another wonderful image to ponder and cherish. But for me, and I imagine for many, the line that 

always pops out is, “Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil…” 

As people of the Resurrection this speaks to the unshakeable conviction that even in the darkest, lowest 

places of our life we have nothing to fear. It’s the Easter message in 17 words.  

 But why? Why need we not be afraid? Because, “thou art with me.” This is what I have come to 

hear as the center of the power and promise of this most beautiful Psalm. “For thou art with me.” God 

as companion whose accompaniment provides the possibility of protection, the promise of guidance but 

more than anything, an abiding presence that walks with us through all shadows of death and fear.  

 Accompaniment is precisely what a shepherd does with his sheep. He walks with them, gently 

guiding them, occasionally defending them, but more than anything just being with them. That’s why 

Jesus, in the Gospel of John makes a distinction between himself, the “good shepherd,” and the stranger 

or the hired hand. The sheep know the voice of their shepherd because he has been with them, day in 

and day out, in good weather and bad. He does not leave them, he remains with them all the days of 

their life. I have come to believe that the promise of God’s accompaniment is the most important thing 

He offers us 

 It may sound a little strange, like a diminishment of God’s power, to argue that the most 

important thing that the creator of heaven and earth offers to us, is His presence. Wouldn’t a God who 

crushes our enemies and removes all obstacles from our path be much more effective and pleasing? 

Where is the God who fights on our side and destroys evil and wickedness? Why can’t we have Jesus the 

Good Hunter—who clears the world of all threats and dangers—instead of Jesus the Good Shepherd 

with just a rod and a staff?  

 But Psalm 23 doesn’t say a word about ridding the world of threats and dangers, but simply of 

shepherding us through them with the promise that we are not alone. And that is the promise almost 

everyone wants to be recited at their funeral. The promise of God’s presence with us, and with our 

loved ones, forever. 



 The power of God’s presence is not some disembodied power though. It is not just a theoretical 

promise. It has hands and feet: our hands and feet. You will, at some point, have the tragic opportunity 

to be near someone who is walking through the valley of the shadow of death. Just this week someone 

in that position asked me what they could do for a loved one who was grieving. “How can I help? What 

should I do?” They wanted to know. That’s so often the impulse, to do something, to try and fix or get 

rid of the darkness. To rush everyone through it to the other side. But doing something is often not the 

most helpful thing. The most helpful thing you can do for someone who is suffering is to step into the 

suffering WITH them, and help them bear it. Play the part of shepherd. Be with them. It’s something 

chaplains are experts at. Instead of “Don’t just sit there, do something!” their motto is, “Don’t just do 

something, sit there!” In our action oriented world this can feel like cowardice, or defeatism, or 

weakness. But ask anyone who has been through the valley of the shadow of death and they will tell you 

the most helpful, the most powerful moments of their journey were when people they loved were there 

for them. Just there for them. Doing things, helping out is great and necessary. But they are no 

substitute for presence. Because the presence of one human being to another in times of suffering 

communicates and actuates the presence of God to them in that suffering. There is no greater gift and 

no harder task.  

I didn’t always believe this. But then I met Gary. I’ve mentioned before that for a summer in 

seminary, I served as a chaplain-in-training at MGH. I worked mostly on an inpatient oncology floor, but I 

also served some time on a general medical floor. On that floor I met Gary, an older, single, African-

American man who had been brought into the hospital with back pain. Over the course of the summer, 

Gary taught me about the power of presence.  

Gary liked to talk, and as a young chaplain who was usually waved away by people uninterested 

in a visit, I welcomed a convivial conversationalist. So while they were figuring out what was wrong with 

his back, he asked if I would pop in every couple days to check on him. He eventually needed surgery to 

fix whatever the problem was, but while he was awaiting the surgery, I noticed Gary’s room had been 

moved. He went from my general medical floor to my inpatient oncology floor. This was not good. It 

turns out that the many tests they ran showed not only did Gary have a problem with his back, he also 

had cancer. The plan was to operate on the back, send him to get rehab so he could regain some 

strength, and then start outpatient cancer treatments. All through this process, as the news kept getting 

worse, Gary would ask when I was coming again.  

 The first part of the plan went well. I said good-bye and thanked him for his kindness and they 

sent him off to a rehabilitation facility. About a month went by and then one morning Gary’s name 

showed up again on my list—back on the cancer floor. I immediately went to see him and as soon as I 

walked in the door I saw that instead of healthier and stronger he was weaker and paler. His cancer had 

progressed, in the few weeks since he had the back surgery, to the point where, I learned from the 

doctors, it was untreatable. During the days that this disclosure was made to Gary, he asked if I would 

be there, and so I kept checking in even though I felt helpless walking into a dying man’s room just to 

chat. I didn’t feel like I was helping. He didn’t even really want to talk about religion or faith that much, 

which is what I thought I was supposed to be talking to him about. We would pray sometimes, but 

really, he just wanted some company. Rather rapidly he went from sitting up to lying down, barely able 

to talk. Eventually they moved him to comfort measures only which meant he wasn’t going to leave the 

hospital alive. It had been less than twelve weeks since he first came in. 



About a week before the end of my summer internship, I went to say goodbye to Gary. He was 

asleep when I came, his breath was entering that labored state that indicates the end is near. I sat with 

him. I didn’t say much. I was pretty sure he didn’t know I was there. As I prepared to leave I took his 

hand, said a prayer. And when I went to release his hand, he grabbed it with surprising strength and 

laboriously whispered, “I…..love…you.” Through my own tears, I said, “I love you too” to this man I had 

met just a few weeks before and barely knew.  

And that’s how Gary taught me the invaluable lesson of how much power can be communicated 

simply by being there. By many measures, I didn’t do anything for Gary. I didn’t bring him any gifts, or 

cure his illness, or lessen his pain. I just stopped by to say hi, again, and again, and again. But somehow 

that consistent presence, in spite of my misgivings, communicated a love and comfort that he needed to 

face his illness and death. That’s how the power of presence can communicate the power of God to 

people. If you show up, God works through you with a love that is strong enough to comfort a man who 

is dying alone. Soon after my last visit, Gary slipped into unconsciousness, and a couple days later a 

nurse got in touch with me to let me know he had died.  

If you have not had an opportunity like this in your life yet, you will. So remember that presence 

is the most helpful thing you can offer someone in need, because your presence provides the peace of 

God that passes all understanding. That’s why I say that God’s accompaniment is the most important 

thing He offers us; why Jesus is glorified as the Good Shepherd, not the good hunter. That is the reason 

that, “for thou art with me,” are words of supreme comfort, even if they are not words of supreme 

power. For it is the fear of being alone, of being lost, or forgotten, or abandoned that is actually the 

scariest part of the valley of the shadow of death. It’s worse than the fear of pain or hardship or even 

death. And God knows that. That’s why God’s promise is not to eliminate darkness but to shepherd us 

through it. To be with us in it. And this is the promise that allows us to face the varied chances and 

changes of our life secure in the hope that goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives, 

and we will dwell in the house of the Lord, forever. 

 


