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The 23rd Psalm is among the most beautiful and well known selections of scripture ever written.  So powerful are its words that it inspires anthems whose sound reverberates against cathedral walls and prayers whose quiet reverence calms a frightened heart.  
Words we learned as children quite small; words that convey the depth of God’s presence:
· The Lord is our shepherd:  God’s deep and abiding presence.  

· We shall not want:  a promise that signals unending and abundant supply.  

· God leads us beside still waters:  a gift of refreshment and peace.
· God restores our souls:  providing healing and hope.  

· The Lord leads us in the paths of for his name sake; evidence of God’s purpose in our lives.
· Yea though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death:  Though I know we will be tested.

· We will fear no evil; for God is with us:  No test can ultimately overcome God’s will for our lives.

· God’s rod and God’s staff comfort us:  this is a God who reassures. 

· You prepare a table before us in the presence of our enemies, a God who is unafraid of our enemies.
· You anoint our heads with oil:  Consecrating us for your work in your world. 
· Our cup runs over:  True abundance. 
· Surely goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives:  Jehovah Nissi, God’s banner over us.
· And we shall dwell in God’s house forever and ever amen:  The promise of God’s deep and abiding presence forever. 
Yes, the 23rd Psalm – the shepherd’s psalm – speaks to us of what we need, things we crave, and how we might be brave enough to walk through a world where wolves, metaphorical and real, exist.  The Lord is; is our shepherd and we shall not want. 
The meaning of these words is timeless and so full of significance that they are worthy of a series of sermons.  But, as I sat to prepare for our time together this morning; I wondered how different translations rendered this poignant text.  What I found amazed me for though the words may shift for valley or soul, for fear or evil; one word never shifts; the word through.  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.   
In the Hebrew, the language of the original psalm, the word through is drawn from the word `abar (עבר).  In its original Hebrew it means to pass beyond, to traverse a path from one side to the other.  It means to extend beyond the original boundaries and to go beyond that which encompasses you.  Inherent in its meaning is the power of penetration, such that where you are is not where you will be; your current position does not dictate your final destination.  In the Hebrew the word is `abar.  In the English the word is through; and we understand this word to be a preposition, a function word that indicates position and relationship vis-à-vis the other words in a sentence.  Prepositions tell us where we are; whether we are up or down, in or out, under or over, near or far.  Among other things, prepositions give us a sense of location.  
In the 23rd Psalm we meet and may begin to understand the power of a preposition.  The Psalmist is clear; the shepherd does not pass over, may not go around, and is not allowed to slip by the valley of the shadow of death.  No, with clarity and with precision, in each version of the 23rd Psalm the shepherd in the story goes through the valley of the shadow of death.  

The power of the preposition in this moment is that it conveys this thought; even though the Shepherd is beloved of God, even though the shepherd trusts God, even though God seems bent on meeting the needs of his chosen shepherd; none of this removes the reality that the shepherd must still go through the valley.  

What does this mean for us sitting in this fine place on this equally fine morning?  Well, I am so glad you asked.  I do believe the psalmist would have us know that even though we are beloved of God, even though we trust God, even though God is bent on meeting our needs; as long as we live in a world where men and women have free will; as long as we live in a time when sin and separation from the perfect will of God are real; as long as we live on this side of that Genesis 3 encounter with the snake in the garden we will, from time to time, be in a position just like the shepherd; a position of going through.  We will find ourselves in the position of going through difficulty, going through danger, going through disappointment, going through dry spells, going through heart ache, going through hell, going through the valley of the shadow of death.  

But I am so glad that the power of the preposition through in the 23rd Psalm is not limited to its ability to pronounce our position.  I am so glad that as I read the Psalm I hear in the word through not only a statement of position but an announcement of a promise.  And, what is more, the promise of the preposition outweighs the statement of the position.  
For the promise of the word through is that any position it suggests is a temporary one.  Back to the definition of through for one moment; to go through is to pass beyond something; it is to traverse a path from one side to the other.  It means to extend beyond the original boundaries and to go beyond that which encompasses you.  Inherent in the meaning of through is the power to penetrate; your current position does not dictate your final destination.  The promise of the preposition through is that where I am is not where I will always be, I am going through!  

“Yea though I go through the valley of the shadow of death” suggests a promise that is more important than the psalmist’s position in the valley.  The promise is that when one finds him or herself in the valley, it is just a temporary placement.  The promise of the word through is that God’s people have the ability; by God’s grace, to get to the other side.  
The power of the preposition through is that when we face our trials, when we face our valleys, when we falter, when we face moments of selfish pride and vanity, when we end up in the valley because someone chased us there or because we wandered there on our own; the Psalmist has it right, we are not there for ever, our hope, our prayer, our promise is that the God we serve intends for us to go through!
This morning, I know some of us are in the midst of going through.  Like Horatio Spafford must have felt, all seems lost; the valley seems as vast as the Atlantic Ocean. Someone here this morning is in the midst of the valley, but the Psalmist says hold on, you are not in, or under, or over, or surrounded by the valley; no you are going through the valley, through to the other side, through with the agency that God provides, through with a view not to your current position but to the success that God has in store for you and makes you a promise by the very use of the word through.

If you are going through keep on going for just as God said to the psalmist, I will restore your soul; God will restore your soul.  Just as the Lord promised the writer of this ancient hymn I am with you; God promises you and me this morning that He is with us.  Just as the one we call Jehovah Jireh, our provider, promises the psalmist I will prepare a table before you in the very presence of your enemies; God is setting a table for you, for me; a table filled with the things we need, the things God has promised, the things that were set aside for us before the foundation of the world. And God is doing so in the very sight of those who would bring us to ruin.  If this morning, you are going through like Horatio Spafford, hold on do not set up shop in the valley, no keep going all the way through.  
And, if you are in the valley let me offer you a way to pray this psalm that I was taught many years ago.  When I am afraid, when I am in the midst of the valley of the shadow of death, when I have no agency of my own and can do no more than sing as the choir did, when I falter strengthen me, I pray this prayer for myself, using my name at the hint of any pronoun, filling in the blanks of that green sheet in your bulletin with my name.  When I am in the valley this prayer escapes from my feeble lips in this way, The Lord is Zina’s shepherd.  Zina shall have no wants.  He makes Zina to lie down in the green pastures; he leads Zina beside the still waters.  He restores Zina’s soul.  

I pray in this way even in the midst of the valley, because as I affirm what God has promised me; as I give voice not to my current state but to my Creator’s providence I strengthen my own heart and I pour out my hopes to a God that I know will never leave me or forsake me.  If you are going through, pray this prayer for yourself, believing God will take you through.

And if you are not going through this morning, but you know someone who is facing challenges and it seems as if the valley extends a long way into their future; whether they are in the valley because they took themselves there or they are in the valley because circumstances have left them there, whisper the 23rd Psalm for them; whisper it and focus on the word through.  Whisper this prayer using their name.  The Lord is Andre’s shepherd, Ginny shall not want.  He makes Michael and Lindsay to lie down in green pastures, he leads John beside still waters, God restores Annie’s soul.  He leads Bill and Margaret in the path of righteousness for his namesake.  Yea though any of us might walk through the valley of the shadow of death, Jenny will fear no evil, For God is with Grace.  Thy rod and thy staff protect Lauren, and God prepares a table for Wayne and Betty in the presence of their enemies.  God anoints Alex, and Andrew’s and Maggie’s heads with oil and Bunny’s and Steve’s cup runs over.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow Lucia Beth and Clarke all the days of their lives, and Liz, and Judy, and Carol, and you and you and you shall dwell in the presence of the Lord forever.  

Whisper this prayer for yourself, or for someone you love; whisper it for an enemy or someone you do not know; whisper it because it brings comfort, because it dispels darkness, because it brings hope, because it gives life, because it proclaims that you know your God will enable you to go all the way through.  
Whisper it and know you do not whisper it in your own power, whisper it and know you do not whisper it in vain; because the Gospel writer tells us that there is one who is called the Good Shepherd, who promises to hear your whispered prayer and lay down his life not just for his sheep, but for the sheep; for all the sheep.  Whisper this prayer knowing that there is one who will not run when the wolves of life attack; knowing there is one who is with us in the valley, and who comes on the power of faith and a whispered prayer to help us go through.
The power of the preposition through is made real in Christ; for the Good Shepherd loves you, loves me, and says I am your shepherd, you will not want.  I am your shepherd, I will guide you till you emerge, just as the preposition promises, on the other side.  Just as the choir sang
God of love, Who cares for me, guide my steps to follow Thee.

Calm and sure in all I do, knowing Your love surrounds me.

When in the darkness I cannot see; when I am lost and lonely;

When from the depths I cry to Thee; Oh Lord, stay with me. . . 

and guide me through.  Let us pray.
PAGE  
4

