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Date: May 8, 2022 Year C, 4th Sunday of Easter. “Good Shepherd Sunday” 
Text: John 10:22-30, Psalm 23 
Title: Walking Alongside 
Focus: What sustains us and provides us comfort during our darkest moments? David 

as the psalmist and Jesus as the Good Shepherd affirm that God is present with us 

even during dark times. Are there ways we can walk alongside others during difficult 

times?  

Good Shepherd Sunday: Today is Good Shepherd Sunday. It’s not Good 

Shepherd Sunday because of our congregation’s name; it is Good Shepherd Sunday 

because this is the Sunday in the church calendar or the liturgical year in which the 

scripture readings guide us to the 23rd Psalm and to a portion of John chapter 10 in 

which Jesus says, “I am the Good Shepherd.” Good Shepherd Sunday happens every 

year on the 4th Sunday of Easter. 

John 10:22-30 

22At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23and 
Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So the Jews gathered 
around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the 
Messiah, tell us plainly.” 25Jesus answered, “I have told you, and you do not believe. 
The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; 26but you do not believe, because 
you do not belong to my sheep. 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow 
me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of 
my hand. 29What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can 
snatch it out of the Father’s hand. 30The Father and I are one.”  

Psalm 23 
1The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
2He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters; 
3he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 
4Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your 
rod and your staff— they comfort me. 
5You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head 
with oil; my cup overflows. 
6Surely 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.  

 

Life is Uncertain and Sometimes Dark 

Every week because of the role I have as pastor and the size and circumstance 
of our congregation, I get to talk with people about some life-changing events in their 
lives. When life is uncertain, when things that you got used to or maybe even counted 
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on are rapidly-changing, when things are not just regular old stinky, but truly dark, what 
do you do? Where do you go with that stuff? 

• You know these are questions of faith, right? 

As a person of faith, what resources do you have? If you’re asking these sorts of 
questions today, then you’d want to know,  

• “What does my faith have to do with these questions—these life events?”  

• “What do I do when my life has turned upside down? What does my faith have to 
do with these life-changing circumstances?”  

• “What do I do when I feel isolated and I’m not sure who I can trust?” 

• Or as we come to these particular scripture texts, “What do these texts have to 
do with these questions or my life? What can I count on?” 

If you’re asking these sorts of questions, you have come to the right place. Let’s 
explore. Let’s check it out. 

Here are the kinds of conversations I’ve been having this week:  

Adapting to Change when Moving away from Reno 

This week I’ve visited with one church member (90+ year old) who is moving 
away from Reno; she is relocating to be closer to family. She and her now deceased 
husband moved here many years ago and raised their kids here, “kids” who are now in 
their 60s and raising kids and grandkids of their own. This is the right decision for her as 
she has no family in the Reno area, but saying goodbye to significant friends and 
leaving one’s home and community is difficult. How do you make that kind of change at 
age 90+ with strong ties to a community and your circle of friends?  

Medical Uncertainty 

Sometimes the uncertainty comes from a medical condition. There can be 
anxiety as one feels some pain or recognizes a change and starts to ask themselves, 
“What should I do about this?” 

• Sometimes you feel something or notice something and you think it will go away 
in a few days. Then it doesn’t go away. 

• You ask yourself “What does this pain mean?”  

• “Should I see a doctor? I don’t want to see a doctor, but I know that I should.” 

• There is uncertainty and anxiety as you wait for test results. I often see people 
struggling with a “Catch-22;” they want to know about a diagnosis and test results 
because they must know, but they also don’t want to know because that 
information can be scary and life-changing.  

Change in Relationships 

Sometimes the uncertainty people face is about important relationships. Maybe it 
is unexpected news about a change in relationships.   
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• “My spouse came to me and said he or she doesn’t wish to be with me anymore.” 

• Obviously, this is hurtful and shocking and confusing. How do you make sense of 
that? How do you respond or how do you adapt over time?  

On “Good Shepherd Sunday,” what do today’s texts have to say about 
uncertainty, fear, anxiety, change, and dark valleys? 

What do we know about Sheep and Shepherds? 

 I did hear from someone who did have firsthand experience with sheep and a 
shepherd. One of the cool things about studying the Bible in a group is the chance to 
learn from others. A few years back, one of the regulars in the Tuesday Bible study was 
member David Thyse. He died about a year ago. About a week before we celebrated 
his memorial service earlier this year, church member Beverly Hennen and I got to 
reminiscing about David and she told me this story about being in a group with David 
and hearing him talk about his personal, firsthand experience with sheep: 

Beverly told me her recollection of David’s telling the group about his experience 
with sheep and a shepherd from his childhood on the farm. David was reflective and 
talked about working on the farm with his grandpa as a kid. He talked about the sheep 
which they raised and cared for. He talked about the challenge of a particular time with 
they were trying to load them up into a truck. They intended to lead them to a ramp to 
go into the truck, but the sheep scattered and wouldn’t cooperate. 

 He described how his grandpa entered the pen and then he himself—David’s 
grandpa--walked up the ramp. These rambunctious sheep followed him. 

 David described how the sheep truly knew his grandpa as their shepherd and 
followed him.  

 Beverly said it was a profound moment as David’s personal reflection brought the 
scripture to life. David’s story, his firsthand experience, is actually consistent with what 
Jesus says in John 10. Earlier in the chapter, Jesus has said, “I am the Good 
Shepherd,” and in today’s portion he says,   

• “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me” (v. 27).  

• Jesus says that the sheep belong to him (v. 26). 

That word belong is powerful to me. Belonging is a quality of being. It is a 
relationship. It is a relationship that exists because of what the shepherd has done, 
rather than some action of the sheep. It is a relationship of care and protection and 
trust.  

“Belonging To God,” Presbyterian Affirmation in A Brief Statement of 
Faith 

 The phrase, Belonging to God, and the relationship it reflects is an important part 
of my Presbyterian heritage. There is a contemporary affirmation of faith which begins 
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“In life and in death, we belong to God.”1  What that means to me is that no matter 
what uncertainty we face, God is present with us. We are connected; we are in 
relationship. We belong to God.  

 That phrase, In life and in death we belong to God, actually came to mind to me 
this week on Monday. I was visiting with one of the older adults in our congregation and 
we got talking about nearing the end of life. She’s age 90+. Her daughter and I were 
with her. . . She told me about her body not working the way it used to—certainly not 
how it worked 5 years ago, but even how it worked a year ago. She talked about 
sometimes being so tired she doesn’t wish to get out of bed. It takes a lot of energy just 
to get dressed.  

She talked about the things that are important to her: 

• Her relationships with her daughter and son-in-law and other family members 

• Looking forward to seeing one of her sons who lives out of the area 

• Meeting a great-grandson, who is very cute at 3 months old. I saw his picture.  

• Seeing her friends at dinner each evening in the community setting in which they  
Live 

• We talked about hospice care as she nears the end of her life. She wasn’t sure 
that receiving hospice care is what she wanted to do. I talked about hospice as 
providing people with the support for themselves and their family that can make it 
possible to retain some choices. As you decide what’s most important to you 
given the limits of energy and health and the unknown number of days you may 
have, having the support of hospice enables you to live as you wish to the extent 
possible.  

This person’s story and its details are of course unique to her, but it’s a story 
most older adults experience at some point. Sometimes changes as we age occur 
rapidly, as when there is surgery or a fall or some other event. Sometimes the pace is 
slower and more gradual and one just has the realization that “I don’t have the energy 
that I once did.” 

One’s body or mind or both do not function in the way they used to. Adapting to 
that reality is difficult. It may involve admitting thigs you’d rather not face. It may mean 
giving up some degree of privacy or independence.  

As I was talking with this woman about these changes for her and acknowledging 
that the end of life is nearing, that’s when In Life and in Death We Belong to God came 
to mind: We don’t know the number of our days, but we place our trust in God, who we 
trust will accompany us—We belong to God.  

• I find that affirmation enormously comforting.   

 
1  “Brief Statement of Faith” is a confession of faith of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) which was 
approved in 1991. The reunion of the northern and southern parts of the Presbyterian Church in 1983 
was the occasion for creating the statement.  
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/what-we-believe/brief-statement-of-faith/ 
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The 23rd Psalm 
 Where does scripture and our understanding about God fit in with these 
reflections on facing uncertainty and adapting to change and facing other challenges?  

 We’ve talked a bit about Jesus as the shepherd in John 10. My sheep hear my 
voice. I know them [and they know me] and they follow me. We are connected; we are 
in relationship. Or, as I summarized, In life and in death, we belong to God.  

 What about the 23rd Psalm? “The Lord is my Shepherd. . .” If we’re making Top 
Ten lists of scripture, the 23rd Psalm has got to be on there, and probably near the top, 
right?  

I bet if I got you started. . . “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He makes 
me lie down in green pastures. . .” you could probably say it from memory, right? (Or at 
least in the English translation which you know best.) 

I’d would guess that many of us could do that. The psalm may be pretty familiar 
to many or most of us. When readings are familiar like that and you know it reasonably 
well, there may still be a line that sticks out to you or grabs you a particular time.  

The line that stuck out to me this time was “I shall not fear. . .  because you are 
with me” (v. 4).  

It is the assurance of God’s presence that provides comfort. There is more that 
the psalmist says about comfort and about protection and guidance and the shepherd’s 
tools of the rod and the staff, but I want to linger here first with this line.  

• “I shall not fear. . .  because you are with me” (v. 4).  

The psalmist is comforted, provided hope, because of the assurance that the 
Lord as the Good Shepherd accompanies us, walks alongside us, is present with us. 
“Because you, O Lord, are with me.”  

What does it mean to you or what would it mean to you if you knew in your 
darkest moments, if in what the psalmist calls “the valley of shadows” that you were not 
alone, but that God in Jesus walks alongside you?  

 The honesty of this text also appeals to me:  

The psalmist doesn’t pretend that everything is fine when it’s not. No, the 
psalmist recognizes that there are or will be dark times. Maybe even darker than what 
you can are experiencing or recognize right now. Doesn’t that capture the uncertainty 
that we sometimes face in a health crisis or following a broken relationship or when a 
crisis occurs? We don’t know how bad or how dark things may be. The psalmist trusts 
that even in the darkest shadows, God is with us. 

And the psalmist doesn’t offer vague platitudes like, “Don’t worry, it will all 
work out.” No, the assurance is more direct and tangible than that. It is, “I will not fear 
because God is with me. God’s rod and staff, they comfort me.” 
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The rod and the staff are the shepherd’s primary tools. The rod offers protection 
from predators. The staff can be used to guide when we are prone to wander. The 
psalmist assures that God will be present to protect and guide.  

 There is a whole lot more we could say about the 23rd Psalm, but it is 
powerful to me just to be reassured of the presence of God: “I will not fear, for 
you are with me.” 

Not just Pastors Walk Alongside Others 

 Can we as a family of faith accompany people in that same way?  

 Earlier I was talking about how it is a privilege and a sacred time to be able as a 
pastor to alongside a person in a time of uncertainty. It is a privilege to be invited into 
people’s lives in that way at times like that. But it’s not pastors alone who do that. 

 Creating a Welcome Home: Just this week I was talking with a member about 
his first impression of Good Shepherd and why he’s here. He has been a part of other 
congregations in other communities in the past, but never a Lutheran one. Before he 
came to Good Shepherd, he visited a congregation in the denomination from which he 
had most recently been active. I’m not sure he could same exactly what it was, but 
something in that experience was not comfortable for him.  

 When he came to worship at Good Shepherd, he told me he generally felt 
comfortable. He recalled how he stood up and introduced himself at the passing of the 
peace. He told me how people approached him thereafter, which he said was pleasant, 
but no too uncommon from his experience in other churches.  

 What stood out to him even more was when a few people went to him after the 
service to greet him. He said that’s pretty uncommon in his experience. Then he told me 
when he came back the next week, some people approached him, told him they 
remembered him from the week before, and greeted and welcomed him. “That never 
happens!” is what he told me.  

 I especially want to point out this story to you because frankly it has nothing 
directly to do with me as pastor. I can genuinely invite someone to introduce themself, 
as I do every Sunday and as this person responded to on their first Sunday, but what 
stood out to him was the intentional greeting after the service and especially the rarity 
of those who greeted him the following week and remembered him from before. 
“That never happens!,” as he said. And those habits have nothing to do with the pastor.  

• This new member wrote, “I was drawn to Good Shepherd’s Welcoming 
expression and its inclusion as a Reconciling in Christ congregation. . . My heart-
felt thanks and appreciation to each of you who make Good Shepherd’s 
Welcoming and Reconciling commitment a reality; your beacon really does 
shine!” 

Talking about Welcoming Families: This is not the only person who has been 
touched by our effort to live out our Welcome Statement. A couple weeks ago in 
worship when we talked about Jesus and the disciples and the disciple Thomas, we 
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included Good Shepherd’s Welcome Statement as our Call to Worship. That welcome 
statement includes the affirmation,  

• Welcome to people of every age and size, color and culture, marital status, 
ability and challenge, sexual orientation and gender identity. We want to be clear 
that we welcome lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and transgender persons to participate 
in the life of the congregation. 

After that service with the Welcome Statement, there was a couple who are 
newer worshipers who wanted to talk about what that part of the Welcome Statement 
meant for them and their family. I had an initial conversation with them and was also 
able to introduce them to a member who could talk more firsthand than I about human 
sexuality and family relationships. I’m so grateful for how these two families interacted 
with each other and for the chance I had to introduce them to each other. Their firsthand 
experience led them to be present for each other in a way that I would be limited. 
Thanks be to God. 

Other places of community and presence at Good Shepherd—of 
knowing you’re not alone: 

• Kids Community sharing Highs and Lows. 

• A-Men group fireside gathering 

• Thursday Women’s Bible Study 

• Monday mailing to shut ins 

• Thank you to Teachers Facebook post 

There are signs of that all over the place around here at Good Shepherd. 

A Community the Reflects the Presence of God 

Here’s what kind of place we want to be: by the grace of God, we want to 
discover the truth of these texts that you are not alone no matter what darkness you 
may be experiencing. 

We want to develop community in such a way that every person would be able to 
find the sense of belonging or the safety to tell something significant about their lives 
and trust that they would not have to walk alone. We want to be a reflection of the love 
of God which says, “even in the valley of the darkest shadows, I will not fear.” 
Why? Because you, God, are with me. 

And, by God’s grace, may this community be a reflection of that quality of God’s. 

God is present with us 

 So, I give thanks to God for the honesty and the affirmations of faith we hear in 
today’s “Good Shepherd” readings: 

• We will encounter shadows and darkness.  

• We will experience uncertainty. 
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• We will experience broken trust and broken relationships, medical uncertainty, 
and wondering about the end of life.  

• In times of uncertainty, may we receive the assurance of the psalmist that “God 
is with us.” 

• We can in our own lives and relationships within and beyond the community of 
faith embody the assurance of God by being present with others during their 
times of darkness.  

Thanks be to God that “In life and in death, we belong to God.”  


