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“Shepherds and Lambs and Right Paths and Courage” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 
Psalm 23 and Revelation 7:9-17 

M A Y  1 2 ,  2 0 1 9  

On Friday, people gathered in this 
space to give thanks to God for the life of 
June Wheeler.  She died just shy of her 96th 
birthday.  And as she said to me and others, 
she was ready.  It was a good death, and a 
long and well-lived life.  She planned what 
would happen at her funeral.  The scripture 
reading she selected was this Psalm we have 
heard - the 23rd Psalm.  And all week long I 
thought about how different aspects of this 
Psalm intertwined with the life of a 95 year-
old. 

 
Her parents were married in this 

church and June grew up here.  As a 
teenager, she was watched, spied upon, by 
her future husband Dick (he would sit with 
his family in the balcony, she would sit with 
her family down on the main floor).  Some 
time later that year, in 1939, they connected 
on the same floor and it was a connection 
that would last the rest of her life.  And they 
were married almost 72 years. 

 
This Psalm with its image of sheep 

playing peacefully.  I imagined a watchful 
shepherd with a twinkle in her eye – young 

sheep can be so playful, so joyful, so 
mischievous.  Watching children run through 
the aisles and teenagers flirt and young 
adults make promises.  But the shepherd on 
alert also in those moments when it seemed 
as if no one else was looking, watching as 
tears rolled and prayers nearly too painful to 
speak were offered. 

 
It is a powerful passage of Scripture, 

beautiful enough to be worthy of 
memorization, sturdy enough to stand up to 
ninety-five years of life filled with ups and 
downs, peaceful pastures and but also 
dangers, enemies and valleys filled with 
shadows and fears.   

 
Part of what happens when we come 

to church, and if we listen to an anthem or 
hear someone else put words to prayers or 
let the Bible speak into our lives is to do the 
work of theology.  To think about the nature 
and identity of the holy, and how that helps 
to locate our identity and our purpose.   

 
And these images of sheep and 

shepherds and paths and valleys give us a 
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way to think about who God is and who we 
are and who we might become and what we 
can and should do with the days that we are 
gifted.  The images we use to describe God 
really matter – and help give shape to our 
lives.  I asked the kids, but what about you?  
Do you like this image of people as sheep?  
What does that say to you? 

 
Today is Mother's Day - and on a 

day we heard this lush anthem dedicated by 
Bobby McFerrin to his mother, I think it is 
probably worth saying that some parental 
figures point us toward God.  Teaching, 
nurturing, guiding, leading us to deep pools 
and helping us to navigate treacherous 
paths.  And thank goodness for those who 
do that parenting work well.  But today is not 
an easy day for some of us.  And that seems 
important to acknowledge as well.   

 
A friend of mine was more eloquent 

than I could be in writing a note she 
addressed: 

 
to the motherless children, the 

mothers who have lost their children, those 
estranged from their mothers of their 
children, and those who want so desperately 
to become mothers:  blessings to you as you 
move through this day where we celebrate 
mothers as if it is just so simple, joyful and 
perfect.  Family is always complicated . . .  
[Kristin Hutson] 

 
So on a day like today, we have a 

chance to use a variety of images for God.  
Different images that might speak to 
different ones of us here today, different 
images that might address different aspects 
of life that we will encounter. 

 

In a little bit, we will say together a 
version of the Lord’s Prayer from the New 
Zealand Book of Common Prayer.  I am 
fond of how it blends very British phrases like 
“commonwealth of peace and freedom” with 
aboriginal concepts for the holy.  Father and 
Mother of us all, and also Eternal Spirit, 
Earth-Maker, Pain-bearer, life-giver. 

 
Ashley and I along with other clergy 

met with St. Paul’s Mayor Melvin Carter this 
week, a chance to reflect about the 
challenges and opportunities in the city, to 
think together about partnerships and gaps 
in services.  And Mayor Carter, who grew up 
in this city, was the son of a police officer 
and a teacher, knows this city so well.  And 
he used an image of trying to make 
government work for us for the issues we 
feel now.  He described an old long 
sidewalk at Central High School.  Unusually 
long and not well-used.  It went this way a 
long way, then turned at a right angle and 
went this way for a long walk into the front 
doors of the school.  And year after year, 
kids and teachers ignored the long sidewalk 
and created a faster, short path.  A cowpath 
he called it.  And he used this as an example 
- instead of building sidewalks and then 
insisting people use them, what if we 
watched for the cow paths, to see where 
people have been and where they are going.   

 
And Mayor Carter’s thoughts on 

sidewalks and cowpaths connect up with the 
image Psalm 23 uses about being on the 
right paths.  About God being able to see 
the paths we are on.  And sometimes we 
need help on those paths.  A nudge here 
and there with a shepherd's crook.  Putting 
us on a holy shoulder and carrying us when 
the way gets tough.  And when the path 
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descends into the darkest of valleys, where 
the slope is steep and the shadows play 
mean tricks and our breath does not come 
easily.  God leads us on paths of 
righteousness and God’s goodness and 
mercy will not abandon us. 

 
In our second passage from the 

Bible, this image takes a turn.  The shepherd 
is now the sheep.  The lamb of God who has 
been through the slaughter.  The lamb who 
had been through “the great ordeal,” would 
now become the shepherd for the rest.  And 
this Lamb at the center of a throne will guide 
us to springs of the water of life. 

 
Of paths turning into life-threatening 

ordeals.  Of times when our very beings are 
threatened.  Of times of peril, when the 
none of the choices for right paths will be 
easy.  These images - of sheep and 
shepherds, and deep pools and paths 
through the valley of the shadow of death 
might lead us toward images of God from 
our own experiences that are helpful.   

 
And so we might think from our own 

experiences and imagine God as an AA 
sponsor - someone who says you can call at 
any time of the night, and will listen and love 
and guide us back onto the paths of 
sobriety.  God as a coach who keeps 
working with us, trying to pull out the best in 
you not just for ourselves, but for the larger 
team.  God as an eagle who can soar 
overhead and see us, but also see the 
movements of even the smallest of animals.  
Today is a day not simply to listen to images 
of God, but to engage in the constructive 
and faithful task of imagining who God is 
for us to day. 

 

We do so knowing that any image 
we might come up with for God will have 
their limitations, of course.  For every human 
incarnation of those image is imperfect.  Just 
as God may be like an eagle, we know also 
that God is not just an eagle. 

 
There is an Indian parable about a 

group of blind people who learn that a 
strange animal called an elephant has been 
brought to the town.  Curious, they say that 
we need to inspect it to learn what this 
elephant is.  One person puts her hand out 
and touches the elephant’s trunk and says, 
“this being is like a thick snake.”  Another 
touches and ear and says it is like a large 
fan.  The third feels one of the legs and says 
it is like a tree trunk.  It’s a rope says one 
who touches the tail.  I think it is a spear, 
super smooth and hard says one who could 
only feel the tusk. 

 
The parable has kind of a choose 

your own ending.  Version one is that the 
people discover their disagreements, suspect 
that the others are not telling the truth and 
come to a vicious conflict.  “I am right, you 
are wrong.  An elephant is a wall.”  “No, I 
am right and you are wrong, an elephant is 
like a tree trunk.” 

 
The ending we hope for is that the 

group of people take turns describing what 
they have encountered, and listen to one 
another’s description and experience, and 
by working together see the full elephant. 

 
And that is how we want it to be 

about God, right?  Certain images of God 
resonate with us.  And those images can be 
powerful and comforting and helpful.  But 
the power of community - the necessity of a 
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diverse community - in which we learn from, 
are challenged by, can grow with one 
another, to see more of the wholeness of 
who God is for us.  A day that we welcome 
new members is an invitation to participate 
in a story, to worship God together, but also 
to learn from one another and nurture one 
another and learn from one another.   

 
Anne Lamott wrote this a long time 

ago now, but I keep returning to it when I 
think about the importance of church and 
why we are better together.  Her son is a 
full-grown adult now, but here is what she 
wrote when he was younger and willful.  
Why I make Sam go to church. 

 
Sam is the only kid he knows who 

goes to church – who is made to go to 
church two or three times a month.  He rarely 
wants to.  This is not exactly true: the truth is 
he never wants to go.  What young boy 
would rather be in church on the weekends 
than hanging out with a friend?  It does not 
help him to be reminded that once he’s there 
he enjoys himself, that he gets to spend the 
time drawing in the little room outside the 
sanctuary, that he only actually has to sit still 
and listen during the short children’s sermon.  
It does not help that I always pack some 
snacks, some Legos, his art supplies, and 
and bring along any friend of his whom we 
can lure into our churchy web.  It does not 
help that he genuinely cares for the people 
there.  All that matters to him is that he alone 
among his colleagues is forced to spend 
Sunday morning in church. 

 
You might think, noting the 

bitterness, the resignation, that he was being 
made to sit through a six-hour Latin mass.  

Or you might wonder why I make this 
strapping, exuberant boy come with me most 
weeks, and if you were to ask, this is what I 
would say. 

 
I make him because I can.  I 

outweigh him by nearly seventy-five pounds.   
 
But that is only part of it.  The main 

reason is that I want to give him what I 
found in the world, which is to say a path 
and a little light to see by. Most of the 
people I know who have what I want – which 
is to say, purpose, heart, balance, gratitude, 
joy – are people with a deep sense of 
spirituality. They are people in community, 
who pray, or practice their faith; they are 
Buddhists, Jews, and Christians – people 
banding together to work on themselves and 
for human rights. They follow a brighter light 
than the glimmer of their own candle; they 
are part of something beautiful.   . . Our 
funky little church is filled with people who 
are working for peace and freedom, who 
are out there on the streets and inside 
praying, and they are home writing letters, 
and they are at the shelters with giant 
platters of food. 

  
When I was at the end of my rope, 

the people at St. Andrew tied a knot in it for 
me and helped me hold on.  The church 
became my home in the old meaning of 
home – that it’s where, when you show up, 
they have to let you in.  They let me in.  They 
even said, “You come back now.”1 

 
May it be so.  Here and now, among 

us and beside us.  Amen. 
 

 



Central Presbyterian Church  |  Sermon Notes     5 
 

 
 

1 Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies: Some 
Thoughts on Faith  (New York: Random House, 
1999) 99-100. 

                                              


