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Grace:  An Invitation to a Way of Life 
Part 3:  Sustaining Grace 

Psalm 23:4 
  
Near some high voltage wires, the Newcastle Tramway Authority posted the 
following sign:  “Touching Wires Causes Instant Death: $200 Fine”. 

Unfortunately it would be very difficult to collect!  
 
I think that great theologian Woody Allen got it right when he said: 

“I’m not afraid of dying.  I just don’t want to be there when it happens.” 
This psalm, while put to use most commonly in the context of a funeral or a 

memorial service, is not primarily about death, but about life! 
 

Furthermore, the focus of this entire Psalm is on a very close, personal relationship 

of the sheep (that’s you and me, folks) with Jehovah, the Good Shepherd.   In the 
first three verses, the Shepherd is spoken of in the third person, “he”. In those 

verses God is spoken about.  
But now in verse 4, there is a subtle but significant shift. Now the Good Shepherd is 
spoken to as:  “YOU” are with me, your rod and your staff they comfort me.” 

 
Author M. Scott Peck begins his book The Road Less Traveled, with this simple 

sentence: “Life is difficult.”  Yes, even with a good shepherd, there will be 
difficulties, challenges, obstacles to face and overcome.  There is no easy way 
around this, it is a reality. It is a simple fact that valleys and shadows are part and 

parcel of life's journey.  No one is exempt.  Unlike Monopoly, there is no "get out of 
jail free" card that will get us out of jail, or out of the valley, or out of anything 

else!   
 
That being true, there is a second truth conveyed in this psalm:  Dark valleys lead 

to higher ground. It is my understanding that during drier seasons of the year, the 
Shepherd must lead the sheep through narrow, dark valleys in order to reach 

higher ground that supplies green meadows and quiet waters.  The Good Shepherd 
knows this and leads the sheep accordingly.  It is the role of the sheep (that's you 
and me) to follow the Good Shepherd in righteous paths...even when they 

lead through the dark valleys and shadows.  Seasons of darkness form us 
spiritually, they form and shape our character, they grow us deeper in faith, they 

increase our trust in the Shepherd.  No one ever said such growth would be easy, 
but it will be worthwhile. 

 
It was 11:15 p.m. on Friday night, October 5, 2009.  I had just kissed Rob good 
night and was walking down the hallway when the phone rang.  It is not terribly 

unusual for the phone to ring that late in the home of two pastors, and at that time 
of night it is usually not good news.  Rob answered the phone.  I turned around and 

walked back into the family room.  I could tell immediately that something 
significant--something catastrophic-- had happened indeed.  Rob hung up. The San 
Mateo Coroner's office had called to inform us that my mother had died in a traffic 
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accident late that afternoon.  They had few details.  It was shocking.  We had so 
many questions.  Near midnight there was a quiet knock at our front door.  A 
representative from the King County coroner's office came to express their concern 

and sympathy, and to give us a phone number we could call in the morning to get 
more of our questions answered.   

 
There was little sleep that night as we tried to console one another, and wondered 
how to tell our children the news about their much loved Grammie Barbara. Being a 

woman of great faith, I was confident that my mother was alive with the Lord.  But 
her sudden traumatic loss was hard to handle. Gradually, as we came to know the 

facts of the accident, it made it hurt more and less.   
 
Only two exits away from the one that would take her home, her Honda Civic was 

sideswiped by a three axle delivery truck, causing her car to spin out of control, 
cross the right lane of traffic and crash into the guardrail.  A father and son who 

had been following her for some time, witnessed the accident and pulled over.  The 
driver, Randy Covalcine ran up to see if she was still alive, calling to his son to find 
their cell phone and call 911.  He held her hand as she breathed her last breath on 

this earth. This was a sustaining grace during this walk through the dark valley. 
 

Eight days later, our immediate family and a handful of friends gathered at the 
cemetery where she was laid to rest in a brief graveside service.  Having conducted 

many of those myself, I was no stranger to the words...the order of service...the 
routine. Yet there was nothing routine about it.   I did not doubt my faith, but as I 
stood and watched her casket being lowered into the ground, I said to the Lord: "I 

am staking my life on the belief that this is not the end, but the beginning.  I 
believe that you, Jesus, are indeed, the Resurrection and the life, and that Barbara 

Ruth Whitney Novotny will not remain in this grave, but will rise and live eternally. 
May it be so!" 
 

Later that afternoon we gathered for her memorial service with friends, former 
colleagues, and even a few of her former students, to celebrate Mom's life and 

faith.  We later learned that the man who was with Mom when she died, attended 
the memorial service with his wife.   My mother's death became life-giving for this 
couple.  God spoke to them through the testimonies that day, calling/compelling 

Randy and Linda Covalcine to renew their own commitments to Christ, to reconnect 
with their worshipping community. So what had irrevocably changed our lives, had 

a profound effect on at least one other family as well.  Yet another sustaining 
grace! 
 

However, the dark valley of sorrow and grief was prolonged as the local district 
attorney decided to press charges against the (then) 21 year old truck driver. 

 Being considered a low profile case, there were numerous delays and postponed 
court dates.  Two and a half years later, the case finally came to trial.  As God 
would have it--this was no coincidence, but a divine appointment--the case began 

on Monday of Holy Week 2004.  In spite of eye-witness and expert testimony, the 
driver was acquitted.   
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Now there was another drama playing out in what seemed like a parallel universe. 
 My parents had divorced decades before and they had little or no contact 

throughout that time.  My father had remarried. His contact with   my sister and me 
was hit and miss.  But when the accident occurred, I naturally called him.   

 
What followed took me by surprise.  Initially he was quite upset.  Then he began to 
follow the legal developments and took a keen interest in the case.  When the 

verdict came in, I called with the news of the acquittal.  He was stunned, angry, 
incredulous.   

"Lynell, how can you be so calm?!  This is so unfair, so not right..." 
 
"Dad, I've had over two years to think about how I would respond if this was the 

outcome.  Do you realize that this is Holy Week? Two thousand years ago, an 
innocent man was unjustly accused, tried and killed. I believe that Jesus took the 

punishment that we deserved.  God has been working in my heart since the 
accident...reminding me of this amazing grace which I have received...and which I 
am to share with others.  Yes, even with this truck driver who caused Mom’s death. 

 I knew--regardless of the trial’s outcome--I need to forgive him, and I have." 
 

Since I was in middle school, I had been praying for my father to know Christ. The 
accident and all that followed provided numerous opportunities for me to share my 

faith with him.  Honestly, the circumstances emboldened me to share in a way that 
I might never have otherwise. In the aftermath of my mother's death, my father 
was more receptive and we had more substantive spiritual conversations than ever 

before.  I wish I could say that he committed his life to Christ...I do not know. 
 

What I do know is this: 
 
No doubt about it, dark valleys are part of every person's journey.  As much as we 

might want to avoid such places and experiences, even the dark valleys offer good 
news.  There are always glimpses of grace. 

 
While believers are not exempt from seasons of darkness or travel through valleys, 
we do not make the journey alone.  The Good Shepherd promises to be with us, 

our constant companion. 
 

The challenge is that more often than not, what we see or focus on is the 
darkness, the problems, the challenges, rather than focusing on the One who is 
with us.  But in the darkness, we may sometimes have difficulty seeing the 

Shepherd, however that does not mean that he is not there.   Rather like receiving 
an immunization, we cannot see the antibodies but they are present, protecting us 

from illness and keeping us healthy.  In a similar way the sheep may not always be 
able to see the shepherd, but he 
promises to be present with us, protecting us against risks that are real. 

 
Because the Shepherd is present, we have no need to fear. 
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There are many reasons to be afraid...circumstances and people that create fear 
within us. We cannot control the evil that exists in the world, and lately it seems, 
we can only respond to it after the fact. Terrorism, both foreign and domestic, are 

in the news daily.  Not to mention fears of economic upheaval, political dysfunction 
and unrest, to name a few.  All of this in addition to concerns for personal health 

and security, etc.  You don't need me to tell you what to be afraid of...no doubt 
each of us has our own list of fears.  
 

According to the psalmist, we need not fear because of the sustaining presence of 
the Shepherd.  The scripture reminds us that we…” have overcome …, because the 

One who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. (I John 4:4)  
Furthermore, God has promised, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake 
you.”(Hebrews 13:5) 

   
There is more good news!  In the valleys of darkness, we experience the 

guidance and protection of the Good Shepherd, perhaps, especially 
there. "Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me."   
 

The Psalmist mentions two of the Shepherd’s tools.  The rod--a wooden club--is 

a defensive weapon, used to ward off predators.    

Proverbs 13:24 says:  “Whoever spares the rod hates their children, but the one who 

loves their children is careful to discipline them.” 

The rod is used to defend and also to guide, in that if sheep begin to veer off the 

path to the right, the shepherd can toss the club in that direction in order to 
"scare the lamb straight" and keep it on the correct path.  
 

This psalm pictures the shepherd's power, wielded against overpowering enemies. 
David said he had no fear in adversity because of the comfort of God's power, 

protecting him.  
 
Another use of the rod is to set it up across the opening in the sheep pen as a 

"gate", so that as the sheep enter the pen by crossing under the rod, the sheep 
are counted.  This is significant because a Good Shepherd needs to always know 

where his sheep are and keep track of them lest not even one become lost (LUKE 
15) 
 

The staff is the shepherd’s crook. It is used by the shepherd to guide the sheep as 
well as to lift one that has become cast or fallen. 

 
But perhaps the best news of all is this:  the dark valleys are not the 

destination.  This is not a place where we dwell or take up residence, but 
rather the valley is a place that we pass through.  We are not stuck 
there...The darkness is temporary. We make a critical error in judgement when we 

begin to think otherwise.  The promise is that by passing through, we will arrive on 
higher ground which is the ultimate destination. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Proverbs+13:24&version=NIV
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Righteous paths on which the Shepherd leads us, often go through these valleys. 
So never forget--we not alone, and we are on our way to a more hospitable 
environment ahead. 

 
Some years ago, Donald Barnhouse was pastor of the Tenth Presbyterian Church in 

Philadelphia when his wife Ruth died. Naturally, he was struggling with his own 
grief, but also with how to explain what had happened in an age-appropriate way to 
his young children.   

 
He was driving in a car with them, when a large truck pulled up in the lane 

alongside of them, casting a shadow over their vehicle that darkened the inside of 
the car.  Suddenly inspired, he asked his children:  “Would you rather be hit by the 
truck’s shadow or by the truck?”   

 
One of them responded:  “Oh Daddy, that’s a silly question!  The shadow can’t hurt 

you.  I would rather be hit by the shadow, than by a truck.” 
 
He attempted to explain further:  “When mommy died, it was as if she had been hit 

by a shadow.  It was as if Jesus had stepped up in her place.  It was He who had 
been hit by the truck.” 

 
Shadows are real, of course.  But here are three things to remember about 

shadows. (p. 62, Sheepish by Steve May) 
 
Shadows are always bigger than reality.  Just like a person who is five and a 

half feet tall can cast a twelve foot shadow, our perception of a problem may be 
greater than the problem itself. 

 
Shadows cannot hurt us.  Even the children knew the difference between being 
run over by a truck’s shadow, and being run over by the truck itself. 

Shadows are without substance.  A shadow may scare us, but it cannot hurt us. 
 

There is no shadow without a light nearby.  Jesus is the Light of the World as 
well as being the Good Shepherd. This light will never go out.  Ours is to keep our 
eyes focused on Jesus, focused on the Shepherd, and not focused on the shadow. 

And so verse 4: Even though I walk through the darkest valley] 

I will fear no evil, for you are with me; 

your rod and your staff,  they comfort me. 

This verse is filled with good news: 
There is sustaining grace in the presence of the Shepherd who never leaves us. 
There is sustaining grace when our fears are dispelled and shadows are put in their 

proper prospective. 
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There is sustaining grace as we travel through the valley to higher ground. 
 
There is sustaining grace in the protection and provision of the Shepherd. 

We are not alone.   

 I will conclude with this quote of Brennan Manning: 

“Suffering, failure, loneliness, sorrow, discouragement, and death will be part of 

[y]our journey, but the Kingdom of God will conquer all these [horrors.] No evil can 
resist grace forever.” 

 
Thanks be to God!     Amen. 
 


