
Preaching for Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd                    Scott Trevithick 
Date: March 22, 2020 Year A, 4th Sunday in Lent 
Text:  Psalm 23 
Title:  Trust During the Valley of Shadows 
Note: This Sunday is the first Sunday of not gathering in-person for worship in order to 
minimize germ transmission and the spread of the Corona Virus COVID-19. We will be 
creating a video with worship content and posting that video rather than hosting worship 
in the sanctuary.  

 

Psalm 23 (Revised Standard Version) 

1 The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want; 2 he makes me lie down in green pastures. 

He leads me beside still waters; 3 he restores my soul.  

He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; 
for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. 

5 Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 
thou anointest my head with oil, my cup overflows. 
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
    all the days of my life; and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD forever. 

Decision Making about the COVID-19 Coronavirus 

Churches and their pastors and leaders, along with decision-makers from all 

different segments of society, have been challenged to make wise decisions about their 

responses to the COVID-19 coronavirus.  

Leaders have been (or should have been) asking themselves questions like 

• How do we help keep people safe? 

• What can we do, practically speaking, to follow the guidelines that public health 

officials have urged? 

o Some of the guidelines, at least more recently, have included, for 

instance, limiting the size of groups, decreasing physical contact and 

increasing “social distance”, washing one’s hands frequently, using hand 

sanitizer when soap and water aren’t available, and being especially 

cautious for the sake of vulnerable or high-risk individuals: older adults, 

those whose health is already compromised, etc. 

• What steps seem sufficient to minimize risk? What things seem excessive? 

These last two related questions seem especially tough to discern, for at least a 

couple/few reasons:  
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• Conditions are changing—and rapidly: Some measures that may once have 

seemed extreme now seem prudent. We view them as a wise precaution to take. 

• While some governmental officials or other sources of information have been 

steady and consistent in the warnings they have made, others have either been 

slow to recognize the threat, or have claimed the risks were minimal and were 

overblown or exaggerated for some other purpose.  

In this regard, we face the same challenge we often do when assessing 

the sources we follow in the media or in the public realm: to whom do we listen 

and how do we determine who is credible? 

Coronavirus is for Pansies? 

 I myself feel the weight of decision-making on behalf of this church community to 

whom I am responsible. It’s a responsibility I take seriously and in humility I seek to be 

worthy of the trust placed in me.  

 So I identify with the challenge all leaders and decision-makers face, in whatever 

particular role they occupy. The weight of that responsibility can be heavy.  

 At the same time, there are extreme judgements expressed that I just don’t 

understand:  

• While I understand that decision-making judgments vary, there is a church pastor 

in Florida who is directly telling people. . . 

. . . he will not be closing his church amid the coronavirus outbreak 

because they are not "pansies." 

"Listen, this has to be the safest place. If you cannot be saved in church, 

you [are] in serious trouble."  

"We are not stopping anything," he said. "I've got news for you, this church 

will never close. The only time the church will close is when the Rapture is 

taking place. 

"This Bible school is open because we're raising up revivalists, not 

pansies." (Source: Ewan Palmer, Newsweek article, posted Monday,3/16/20)1 

I understand this is an extreme example—it’s way outside what most people 

would see as reasonable or credible, but he is making a theological argument—

 
1  https://www.newsweek.com/coronavirus-rodney-howard-browne-florida-pastor-pansies-1492460 
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however flawed one may view it, about safety and risk and protection. He’s making a 

claim: 

• ". . . this has to be the safest place. If you cannot be saved in church, you 

[are] in serious trouble."  

• And people who think this particular church (and maybe he would say, any 

church) ought to close are “pansies.” 

o He’s suggesting that people who don’t do as he urges demonstrate weak 

faith.  

This position or this example, though extreme, is relevant not only because of the 

impact of the COVID-19 Coronavirus, but because the designated lectionary reading for 

this Sunday is the 23rd Psalm, which speaks of God’s protection and our response to 

that. 

The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want; 

     he makes me lie down in green pastures. 

He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul.  

He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,  

    I fear no evil; for thou art with me; 

    thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. 

I hear the 23rd Psalm as an affirmation of faith, as an assertion of trust in God. 

The dominant image or metaphor is of God as the shepherd who watches out for us and 

who provides for us with the shelter and resources that we need.   

In it, the psalmist express confidence in the face of fear. I myself don’t 

understand fear in and of itself as a “bad” thing. Fear is an emotion and a response to 

anxiety and danger. Recognition of our own fear may be that which keeps us safe—as 

when a shepherd recognizes a predator and whose body responds with adrenaline and 

mobilizes to get oneself and the sheep safe from that danger.  

Alternatively, fear may also be that thing which causes us greater pain when we 

are immobilized by it—when it overwhelms and paralyzes us. Then we get stuck in our 

fear.  

That’s where the Psalmist’s affirmation comes into play: “I will fear no evil—for 

thou/you, God, my shepherd, are with me. 
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The affirmation here is not that evil and fear do not exist—that there is no 

danger—but that God is with us throughout that danger. God provides the rod and the 

staff of the shepherd to fend off that danger.  

To me, this is the counter to the puffed-up chest of the Florida pastor who 

arrogantly suggests that his congregation shall reject all prudent precautions because 

only “pansies” would do such things. 

Let Fear Not Immobilize Us 

 So, let us take the wise precautions to which we are guided by public health 

officials. 

• Let us care for ourselves and those around us and, rather than grab and hoard, 

let us look for opportunities to reach out to others while weighing risks.  

• Let us place our trust in God, who accompanies us in danger and gives us tools 

to fend it off.  

I close with this prayer of Thomas Merton:  

 
“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going.  

I do not see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will end. 

Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think that I am following your will 

does not mean that I am actually doing so.  

But I believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you.  

And I hope I have that desire in all that I am doing.  

I hope I will never do anything apart from that desire.  

And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the right road though I may know 

nothing about it.  

Therefore I will trust you always though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow 

of death.  

I will not fear, for you are ever with me,  

and you will never leave me to face my perils alone.”2 

Thanks be to God for God’s presence with us in the face of danger. Amen.  

 
2 This was posted on Facebook by Tom Finley Brown on March 17, 2020, a friend of Ned Benson’s and a 

retired Presbyterian minister from Grace Presbytery in Texas. He wrote, “Today I unearthed a prayer by 
Thomas Merton that seems particularly appropriate as we all go through the Coronavirus crisis.” 

 


