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“Hope for our Future” 

Text: Psalm 23 
 
In the book, “Keep Going,” Joseph Marshall III tells about a village that was facing a potential 
flood.  The rains kept coming and the river kept rising.  The townspeople met to discuss their 
options.  They were looking for answers from their elected leaders, but they had no ideas of what 
to do.  Some said it was time to give up, that they should pack up their belongings while they 
could and move the town to higher ground. 
 
Tensions in the room were high as their options diminished.  In the midst of their spirited 
discussion, an aged woman with snowy white hair entered the room and ambled to the front.  She 
was simply dressed, but what caught most people’s attention was the large stone she carried in 
her arms.  The room became silent watching this woman and she spoke with a quiet authority.   
 
“There are many people living in this village.  If everyone walked to the foothills and carried the 
largest stone they could lift, perhaps we could divert the flood.”  Having said her piece, she 
walked out the door, carrying this heavy stone.  Some folks scoffed at her idea.  Others however, 
left the room and walked to the foothills to gather rocks.  Young and old, weak and strong, they 
each carried what they could, bringing their collection of rocks to a low point on the river banks.   
 
The people continued to work and the rains continued to come.  In the end, the dike was not 
large enough to stop all the water, but it held it back enough that the flood waters did not destroy 
any homes and produced limited flooding.   
 
The identity of this old woman was unknown to the community.  But they decided to honor her 
wisdom with a simple monument in the center of the town.  And, on top of that monument, they 
placed one stone, which represented hope. 
 
Joseph Marshall continued by writing, “Hope works in the same way.  One stone at a time, one 
step at a time, no matter how small or large the stone, or how easy or difficult the step.” 
 
We are a people of hope.  It is in our DNA.  We cannot help but be hopeful.  The stories we tell 
week after week are filled with hopefulness.  Out of nothingness, God created the universe.  In 
the desperation of slavery, God heard the cries of the Hebrew people, and against all odds 
rescued them from the Egyptians.  When faced with a daunting opponent, a young shepherd 
named David stood toe to toe with Goliath and defeated him.   
 
We experience that spirit of hope in the ministry of Jesus.  Healing those who were unclean, 
forgiving those who were sinful, welcoming those who were excluded, expressing a message of 



love to those who felt that they were unlovable.  Hope is a central theme of Jesus’ ministry and 
preaching.  It must surely have been part of what attracted people to him.  When they felt like 
they had lost all hope, he provided a message that enabled them to keep going.  Ours is a faith 
born out of hopefulness. 
 
There is likely no more hopeful message in all of the scriptures than the words of the 23rd Psalm.  
We have all likely heard these words many times, but this morning, I want you to listen to them 
for the spirit of hope that pervades these words. 
 
“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  Shepherding as a vocation is not very prominent in 
our part of the world.  Soon hundreds of youth will be graduating from the areas high schools 
and colleges and they will list their professional goals as teaching, engineering, computer 
science, or a host of other professions.  But I will be pleasantly surprised if there is a student who 
says that her career goal is to be a shepherd.   
 
But if we were more familiar with the role of shepherds, we would know that a common task for 
the good shepherd is always to be thinking about the next day.  Where can we go so that there 
will be ample food to feed the flock?  Sheep are more likely to wonder away when food is not in 
abundance.  They will go off in search of it for themselves.  This is when they get lost.  The good 
shepherd recognizes this and finds places where the sheep will be well fed and have no need to 
wonder. 
 
God does this for us.  We often live with the restlessness that we need something more.  We may 
be curious about what is over the next horizon.  But God provides for our needs. 
 
A few years ago, while in Gatlinburg Tennessee, my friends and I watched a potter at work 
shaping clay into beautiful cups and bowls.  It was a slow day and we struck up a conversation.  
She told us that this was a second vocation for her.  She had been working in New York City at a 
financial institution.  She was quite successful and regularly exceeded her company’s goals.  But 
something was missing.  After a while, she turned in her resignation. 
 
With her hands dirty from the clay she was spinning, she told us that she moved to Gatlinburg 
and opened this pottery shop.  She paused what she was doing to look directly at us as she said, 
“And I love what I am doing.”  She wasn’t making as much money, but she had found the 
happiness that was missing. 
 
We are often a people with lots of wants…a nicer car, a bigger home, the newest technology.  
But when I read the opening words of the 23rd Psalm, I am reminded that what God offers is not 
those material wants, but the deeper things that sustain life…love, friendship, compassion, 
forgiveness.  These are the things the good shepherd offers. 
 
“He maketh me lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.”  These are 
words that can be challenging to us.  Sometimes the good shepherd has to make the sheep lie 
down.  It is for their own good.  Rest for a while.  Be patient, slow down, take it easy.   
 



And if sheep find that difficult, humans are even moreso challenged by this.  We are used to 
being active.  It isn’t easy to be still, to slow down.  Once while Diane and I were traveling in 
Italy, we decided on a whim to rent a car to travel to a famous cathedral.  Our host assured us 
that it would be easy and he would give us his g.p.s. and program it to English.  What could 
possibly go wrong? 
 
We were well on our way when we found ourselves in a very rural area far removed from any 
landmarks.  At one point, the g.p.s. told us to turn right which would have taken us into the 
middle of an open field.  The g.p.s kept saying that it was recalculating.  The only thing we could 
do was stop, let it adjust and then try again.  Eventually we made it to our destination.  But 
sometimes, it is vital to have those moments to slow down, to pay attention to where we are and 
where we are going.  The good shepherd directs us to lie down, to be still and allow our spirits to 
be renewed. 
 
As for leading us beside still waters, the good shepherd knows that sheep are poor swimmers.  
They are afraid of running water because  they fear falling in and being unable to rescue 
themselves.  The loving shepherd understands this and seeks out ponds and lakes so as to avoid 
the running water.  When that isn’t possible, the shepherd will build a small dam out of available 
rocks to create a quiet pool from which the sheep can drink.   
 
The good shepherd understands our fears and anticipates ways to alleviate those fears. 
 
“He restoreth my soul.”  It might seem like an odd combination, but many shepherds were also 
musicians.  They would practice this skill as the sun was going down.  With the flock gathered 
around them, tired from the day’s journey, worried about predators around them and anxious 
about the next day, the shepherd would sing or play and instrument to soothe their souls.  The 
songs would give them peace amid the dangers.   
 
God restores our souls in many ways.  On a whim one morning, I called a parishioner to ask if 
she would like me to come by for a visit.  She seemed pleased and so later that day I came to her 
home.  We had a great conversation and as I was preparing to leave, she said to me, “I know why 
you came by today.”  I was puzzled and asked what she meant.   
 
That day was the anniversary of the death of her child.  The child had died many years before I 
arrived.  The truth is I knew nothing about this part of her life.  As much as I would have liked to 
have said to her, “Yes, that is the kind of pastor that I am, always paying attention to the needs of 
my flock,” I had to admit that I had no idea.  But what I did say is that God takes care of us in 
ways we could never imagine.  In her day of need, God directed a naïve pastor to give her a call.  
I believe that the good shepherd uses those around us to continue to heal and restore our souls. 
 
“Thou prepares a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.”  When it turns dark, you 
know that danger is out there, somewhere just beyond eyesight.  You can hear the rustling in the 
bushes.  You can sense the danger.  We can worry ourselves sick about the dangers that are all 
around us.   
 



One of my friends was in Hawaii last January when there was a warning of missiles soon to hit 
the island.  The alarms indicated that this was not a drill.  People tried to take cover wherever 
possible. 
 
My friend wrote that he paused for a few moments and then returned to packing and then got in 
the shower.  He prayed for his children and that was about it.  Thankfully, it was a false alarm.  
But amid the dangers of this world, the good shepherd gives us a spirit of peace that enables us to 
keep going with the assurance that we are not alone and that in some way, everything will be all 
right.   
 
“Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.”  Sheep have a difficult existence.  
Often the grass they enjoy is located among thistles and thorns.  Even something as simple as 
eating can result in cuts and scrapes.  At the end of the day, the shepherd would come to each of 
the sheep and pour a healing oil upon their wounds.  Without this, a simple cut might become 
infected and become a life threatening encounter.  The shepherd would make the rounds of the 
flock offering this healing balm. 
 
It is a healing touch.  Oftentimes, it isn’t usually administered with oil, but with a listening heart.  
It might be a gentle presence in one’s time of need or a kind word spoken from the heart.  Little 
things that we share with one another that provide that healing touch.  We have that power within 
us all.  You practice the healing arts without even knowing it when you express kindness and 
compassion to those around you.  We might not be aware of it, but those simple deeds make a 
profound difference in people’s lives. 
 
The good shepherd offers us hope for our future.  We come by that hope naturally.  No matter 
what we experience in life, God’s hope is ever present. 
 
I have been thinking about that in light of this capital campaign.  When we began the 
conversations more than a year ago, the tasks seemed daunting.  The repair of the stained glass 
windows have been deferred for quite a while.  In part because we knew that it would be a major 
project that would cost a lot of money.  But, at some point we needed to act or the cost would be 
even greater.  We knew that there were other repairs and important tasks that needed to done to 
maintain the building and continue to do the ministry we do.  But sometimes the unknown of 
stepping out to do that can be scary.  I have felt a lot of that anxiety myself.   
 
But in those times, I have needed to remind myself of the generosity and faithfulness of this 
congregation.  A couple of years ago every United Methodist Church was asked to bring a 
couple of towels and wash cloths to Annual Conference.  What I learned from that moment is 
that I cannot ask this congregation to do small tasks.  Because in asking for a few things, I got a 
carful.  And it happens over and over again.  Where there is a need, this congregation responds 
with great enthusiasm.  The only time that hasn’t happened was when I asked for the Senior 
Pastor Jacuzzi…what I got was a mud puddle in the parking lot and a straw to make bubbles.  I 
suppose I don’t really need a Jacuzzi, but I thought it was worth asking J. 
 



But in all seriousness, on one hand I am anxious as we enter this campaign, but I also have 
reason to be hopeful.  We are well on our way and things will work out because God is working 
among us.   
 
“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in the house 
of the Lord forever.”  I experience that presence of God when we are together.  It isn’t just 
something that will happen in a life beyond this.  When God’s people are present there is a spirit 
of kindness and love that embraces us, enfolds us, makes us feel at home.  I am thankful for that 
and grateful to be a part of this community of faith in these important times. 


