
 
ARE WE LISTENING? 

 

There once was a great actor who was asked at a country gathering to recite the 23 rd 

Psalm. And so with great drama and flair he mounted the stage and artfully articulated 

the vivid imagery of this familiar poem. The people were impressed, but they were not 

moved. Toward the end of the program an old woman was asked to offer something to 

the crowd. She apologized and said that all she knew how to do was to recite the 23 rd 

Psalm. Her voice cracked as she began: “The Lord is My Shepherd” - and she stumbled 

over many words. The crowd had to strain to hear her low country voice. And yet when 

she finished, there were few dry eyes in the audience. The great actor climbed onto the 

stage and hugged the woman. And then he told the crowd what the difference was. “I 

know the Psalm,” he said, “but she knows the Shepherd. 

 

Our scripture lessons this morning are all about knowing the Shepherd and the 

Shepherd knowing us. And “knowing” has more to do with the heart than the head. In 

the twenty-first century world of agribusiness, with electronic fences and computerized 

chips keeping track of the cattle and the sheep, this scriptural image of Shepherd makes 

little sense. And so the picture we do have is often romanticized and simplistic. But 

that is not how it was in Bible land. 

 

In the days of Jesus, the countryside around Jerusalem was dry, dangerous, and dreary. 

The rocky soil was a haven for hungry wolves and a trap for unsteady sheep, where 

steep cliffs dropped precipitously to the Dead Sea below. And so good shepherds, with 

their staffs of comfort and their rods of rescue, had to be vigilant, courageous, tender, 

and tough. Of greatest importance, they had to intentionally work at knowing their 

sheep, and making sure their sheep knew them. It was their unique voice that shaped 

and nurtured and protected their flock. In using this homespun image of the shepherd 

to define the purpose of his life, Jesus simply says, “My sheep hear my voice. I know 

them and they follow me.” 

 

For those of you who have experienced the agony of schizophrenia, either in your 

profession or your family life, you know that one of the symptoms of this mental illness 

is hearing voices – loud demanding, seducing voices that pull apart the fabric of a 

centered soul. 

 

I believe that, in many ways, we live in a schizophrenic culture. Especially in these 

politically fractious days, we are bombarded with voices pleading, judging, 



 

 

 

persuading, seeking to control our hearts and our minds with frightening images and 

bewildering demands. “Wear your masks! Wash your hands! Stay six feet apart!” Or: 

“Open the economy! Honor individual freedom! Claim your American rights!” 

 

The question for us today, as Christians who follow Jesus, is which and where is the 

voice of God? In the midst of all this noise, how do we recognize the particular tone of 

our Shepherd, calling us to safety and purpose and spiritual wholeness? How do we 

sift conflicting voices, listening to the one voice that matters? 

 

If we pay attention to the 23 rd Psalm with fresh eyes and ears, we may hear some 

fresh nuances. Now, it is important to know that Psalm 23 follows Psalm 22 – which 

is a heart wrenching psalm of lament that Jesus quotes while he is agonizing on the 

cross: “My God, My God, Why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from 

helping me, from the words of my groaning?” I can almost hear these same cries 

echoed in the victims of Covid19, and in the cries of exhausted heath care workers who 

are being drenched in death day after day. Yes, in scripture, lamentation is the gut 

honest cry of torment and suffering. 

 

But lamentation is always followed by the equally honest testimony of trust. Which is 

what Psalm 23 offers us. The verbs the psalmist uses help us to understand how God 

works, and what God says and does in our lives. In this psalm, the voice of God leads, 

comforts, restores, anoints, prepares – images of nurturing, empowering, encouraging 

– invitations that give us the freedom and the responsibility to grow and stretch and 

endure and heal. And in this psalm, there are three places where the voice is the 

strongest.  

 

The first place is beside still waters – where the sheep are made to lie down in green 

pastures. Interesting that this is the first - not the last place where we hear the 

shepherd’s voice. Rest and restoration of the soul is not the final place the shepherd 

leads us, but the place where our growth and our creativity begin. And yet, my friends, 

how often do we respond to the pushing, demanding, driving voices in our lives first, 

failing to listen for God’s still voice inviting us to rest and rest and restore and create? 

As frustrating and economically devastating as this pandemic is, maybe the disruption 

of these days is also an invitation for some of us to rest and renew – maybe it is an 

opportunity to allow God’s spirit to resurrect not only us – but our battered, broken 

world. 

 

In Africa, the porters who carry supplies for the tourists, will often, suddenly stop – for 

a day. And they will refuse to budge. It’s not that they are tired. It’s not that they are 

stubborn. It is because they are out of balance. “We have walked too far, too fast” they 



 

 

 

say,” and now we must wait for our souls to catch up with us.” Could it be that the 

voice of God in our lives is that voice, which urges us to catch up with our soul – a 

voice that sometimes makes us lie down and to rest? 

 

But that is never where we stay. For the voice of the Shepherd also leads us to right 

paths, to paths of righteousness, for God’s sake. When rocks and thieves and wolves 

threaten the health and wholeness of the flock, it is only the familiar voice of the 

Shepherd that can redirect us – redirect us toward moral purpose, toward justice and 

abundant life for all of the sheep in God’s global flock. 

 

I have mentioned before the Mission Trip that my husband and I led years ago to 

Ecuador. With 25 college students we traveled in order to learn about our sister church, 

and to help construct a building for a small, struggling Quito congregation. But it 

turned out that painting and building concrete walls was not enough for those college 

students. Our host for our trip was Patricio, the lay leader of the Ecuadorean church – 

a passionate evangelical believer who burned with justice and hope for the poor people 

of his country. More than anything else Patricio wanted to study to become a pastor so 

he could grow the church in Ecuador and lead his people to be grace and truth in his 

broken country. 

 

And so, when those 25 college students went home, they proclaimed the good news of 

the Ecuador church, and they raised enough money from their home congregations to 

bring Patricio and his lovely family to the United States to attend Princeton Theological 

Seminary. When he graduated three years later, Patricio went back to Ecuador, and he 

grew his church. He also confronted the injustices of the authoritarian Ecuadorean 

government, and he built an indigenous seminary that today is producing pastors for 

small peasant villages and working class neighborhoods of Ecuador. Yes, those 25 

privileged young adults from Pennsylvania heard the voice of the Shepherd pointing 

them toward a path of righteousness, and that voice led them to help create abundant 

life for God’s poor but faithful people in South America. 

 

I wonder – when this Covid 19 crisis is over and a vaccine is possible –I wonder what 

are the paths of righteousness that God is calling Ladue Chapel to follow in order to 

re-create abundant life for all in the St. Louis area? 

 

And so, we know that we are hearing the voice of God, when we find ourselves resting 

by still waters, when we feel ourselves moving on straight paths of righteousness. But 

there is one more place where we hear the Shepherd’s voice – perhaps the place we 

need that voice the most – and that is in the valley of the shadow, the valley of evil, the 

valley where hurt and despair and death threaten to overwhelm us. As Christians, we 



 

 

 

can be sure that God is in our valley, because God has already been there. The 

Shepherd has been the lamb, slain and maimed by the violent and unpredictable forces 

of evil and pain. And that experience as the Lamb so changed and shaped God, that as 

the Good Shepherd, God will never, ever forsake the sheep.  

 

When I was in seminary, I completed my required Clinical Pastoral Education at St. 

Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, DC. In those days, St. E’s was a 4000 bed 

psychiatric hospital for the poorest of the poor in DC. I was assigned to the cancer ward 

– me, a fledgling pastor trying to serve marginalized, dying people with mental illness. 

One day I was called by one of the nurses to visit a man who was in agony. When I 

entered his room, I saw a body racked with pain, shriveled and shaking uncontrollably, 

with the smell of impending death filling the room. I was almost immobilized, not 

knowing what I could say or do to alleviate such human suffering. But somehow God 

spoke to my heart. I took the man’s hand and prayed, and then I began to recite the 

23rd Psalm. And suddenly the shaking stopped and his eyes filled with recognition, 

and that suffering disciple began to mouth the words with me. He was peaceful when 

I left, and he died an hour later. 

 

I believe that the power of the Shepherd’s Voice echoing through all the years of his 

life, prepared for that man a table in the presence of his enemy of peace, and then 

anointed him with the assurance that goodness and mercy was following him as he 

began to dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

 

My friends, amidst all the voices, there is one Voice – leading us to rest, inviting us to 

find paths of righteousness, and walking with us in the darkest valleys of our living. 

Are we listening to that Voice? After all, this Good News of the Gospel is our hope, 

and it is our calling. 

 

May it be so for you and for me. Amen. 
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