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In August of 1964, as Grace was building this new church, the design process hit a bit of 

a speed bump when it came to this “Southwest Wall” (as they called it).  How should the 

windows look?  What story should they tell?  Most of the congregation’s suggestions were 

vague.  The project was drifting.  And so Henry Willet of the Willet Stained Glass Company 

stepped up and created the design we’ve come to know and love.  It features 154 openings filled 

with faceted glass in an abstract design focused mostly on light and color.  But two symbols do 

stand out.  One is the cross, which we see in several windows.  The other dominant symbol is a 

collection of windows that form the ancient Christian symbol of a shepherd’s staff.  To this day, 

bishops carry a shepherd’s staff – the fancy church word is “crozier” – as a symbol of their call 

to be shepherds of souls.  Pastors don’t get fancy sticks as part of our office, but we too are 

called to be shepherds of the people we are called to serve. 

 

Of course the most important shepherd we have is Jesus Christ.  That role is highlighted 

in the readings for this Sunday of Easter, which is often called Good Shepherd Sunday.  In our 

Gospel, Jesus refers to his people as sheep whom he as the shepherd loves, tends, directs, and 

protects.  Today we’ve also heard the beloved 23rd Psalm, which is not only one of the most 

well-known scriptures in all of the Bible, but perhaps the greatest explanation of the mission and 

identity of our Good Shepherd, Jesus.  I know many of you treasure this psalm.  You’re in good 

company; Martin Luther did too.  In fact, he suggested that the 23rd Psalm is the very scripture 

we should be pondering every time we enter a church.1  

 

We’ve all heard and even prayed this Psalm so many times that it can become automatic 

to our ears.  We risk not really hearing it anymore.  And so today let’s focus on just one image in 

that Psalm – the valley of the shadow of death - in the hope that we can hear it with fresh ears.   

 

There are a seemingly endless number of translations of Psalm 23 out there, all of which 

offer something useful.  The version we’re most used to hearing, and the version that’s most 

similar to the psalm in today’s bulletin, has its roots in the 1599 Geneva Bible that Pilgrims and 

Puritans would’ve used.  Our focal verse reads, “Yea, though I should walk through the valley of 

the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me.”  It’s so elegant.  It’s comfortable to 

the ears and comforting to the hearts.  But what does it say to us about Jesus and about the 

Christian life? 

 

To answer that, let’s first consider the historic role of shepherds.  As one theologian 

notes, “the primary duties of the shepherd’s vocation were provision and protection for the 
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flock.”2  In other words, a shepherd’s job is to make sure the sheep are fed, and to do whatever it 

takes to keep them alive in the process.   

 

For those of us who picture shepherds standing in lush green fields under deep blue skies, 

this sounds a little overdramatic.  But consider the terrain and circumstances that would’ve 

inspired Psalm 23 and its imagery.  A prime example of an ancient Middle Eastern shepherd’s 

real working conditions is in a place like the Wadi Qelt.  It’s a 22 mile valley between Jerusalem 

and Jericho that gashes its way through some of the most barren and foreboding territory you’ve 

ever seen.  I have a photo of it on my office wall if you’re interested.  This valley runs so deeply 

in that dry, harsh, unforgiving rock that the sun struggles to reach the bottom.  With little 

vegetation and narrow, dangerous pathways, it’s a perfect ambush spot for nomadic bandits.  

Places like the Wadi Qelt whisper the threat of death to anyone foolish enough to enter. 

 

And yet in Jesus’s time as well as our own, people do enter the Wadi Qelt.  With a rod to 

ward off danger and a staff to guide and prod the sheep, shepherds even today lead their sheep 

through this dark valley because it’s the only way to reach the green fields over the horizon that 

will provide life-giving forage.  But the way is perilous.  Narrow, rocky ledges and steep inclines 

leave little margin for misstep or error.  Danger abounds.  But the shepherd presses onward, 

ready and willing if need be to sacrifice his own life for those he is called to tend. 

 

So now let’s apply these powerful symbols to our own Christian life of discipleship.  We 

are the sheep, and we are perpetually hungry.  We crave nourishment.  We need sustenance.  I’ll 

go so far as to say that every person here today, every person who will hear this sermon on the 

radio, and everyone who will download and read this sermon from Grace’s website is hungering.  

But not for food.  There is an emptiness in each of us.  We all crave meaning.  Purpose.  

Fulfillment.  And more than anything else – love.   Whether or not we know it or admit it, we 

spend out our lives seeking to satisfy that inner hunger.  But ultimately we can only be filled in a 

lasting way by Jesus.  Only Jesus will nourish us, sustain us, and give us life and wholeness.  

Only Jesus can satisfy that hunger we feel. 

 

But as we live from moment-to-moment, we don’t always equate Jesus with the solution 

to our hunger, and so we barrel headlong into dark valleys where we try to feed ourselves on the 

things of this world.  We chase after an endless array of things we think will satisfy us and fill us.  

They aren’t necessarily bad things, but they aren’t lasting things.  And if we’re honest about it, 

most of them are just empty calories.  And so as we gorge ourselves on them, our emptiness and 

hunger are magnified even more.  Just think back over your own life.  What are the things other 

than Jesus that you have pursued?  Did they really satisfy your hunger?  After all, even 

something as tasty as a piece of pie will make you sick if that’s all you eat.  What’s true of our 

bodies is true of our souls.  We need more than the world can provide.  We need Jesus. 

 

And so our Good Shepherd walks with us through the dark valleys of this world.  Some 

we enter by mistake.  But others we traverse by necessity.  We must pass through some dark 

valleys if we’re to reach the green pastures over the horizon.  And so with his rod our Good 

Shepherd wards off the predators who seek to devour us.  His staff prods us to stay on the narrow 

path that leads to joy and fulfillment; he uses it to rescue us when we fall into danger; and 

sometimes he even uses it to pull that fruit-filled branch a little closer to us.  Despite how 
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dangerous the path appears, we need not fear.  Our shepherd is with us.  And when he sees that 

we’ve matured in the Christian life and need something even more substantial to fill us, he leads 

us from our old, barren plateaus through new dark valleys and into fresh green pastures.  That 

path of deeper discipleship may feel unfamiliar and scary.  But do not fear.  Our shepherd is with 

us. 

 

Our Good Shepherd nourishes us on prayer, his Word, liturgy, the sacraments of baptism 

and communion, uplifting music, and even profound silence.  We are fed most reliably here in 

the green pasture of the Church, but Jesus also tends us through the loving hands and hearts of 

his people outside these walls.  Sometimes you too will be called to help shepherd, feed, and 

protect Christ’s people.  And yes, sometimes we will stray.  But our merciful shepherd will never 

leave us.  He will find us and show us the way to safety, the way to true fulfillment, and the way 

back home. 

 

So look at that Southwest Wall again.  Whenever you see that staff, be at peace.  Smile.  

Rejoice.  Though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we shall fear no evil, 

because Jesus – our Good Shepherd – is with us. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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