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“God of Our Losses” Psalm 23; John 11:17-37 8/7/16 

 My niece, Macy, has always loved butterflies.  She has books and 

pictures and pins and shirts that feature butterflies.  One time, she got a kit 

that had everything you need to help butterfly caterpillars make cocoons 

and then turn into butterflies.  She followed the directions carefully and did 

everything she was supposed to do, and sure enough butterflies emerged.  

She didn’t want to release them, but her parents reminded her that she 

needed to do it.  So, with a little family ceremony, she carried the little box 

outside and started to let them fly away.   

When the first butterfly flitted away, Macy saw a blur swoop in from 

the side, and poof- the butterfly was gone!  A bird had eaten it.  An 

unexpected lesson on the circle of life, I guess!  It was one of her first 

experiences with loss.   

As I pastor, I spend a fair amount of time helping people navigate 

their way through losses.  Of course, that includes leading funerals and 

supporting people as they grieve the loss of a person who has died.  But 

there are other kinds of losses including people who have lost their jobs or 

their savings due to a bad investment or a change in the market.  People 

who have lost a marriage, or whose parents divorced.  Those who are 

estranged from their children, or who have suffered a miscarriage.  
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Retirement can be a significant loss for some, with a loss of self-esteem 

and a sense of purpose.  

 Aging itself can bring many losses, including losses of physical and 

sometimes mental abilities and stamina, and the loss of various kinds of 

freedoms, like driving.  Getting old is not for cowards, and were it not 

usually better than the alternative, it would be almost unbearable! 

 Losses trigger all kinds of uncomfortable responses in us.  A denial of 

the reality we’re facing.  Anger and frustration.  A feeling of being alone in 

our loss.  Deep sadness and even depression.  Feeling cut off from God.  

All these are normal, although difficult, responses to a loss. 

 Fortunately, Christian faith has some important things to say about 

loss and how we navigate our way through it.  Let’s look at two well-known 

passages from the Bible that have helped God’s people deal with 

significant losses for thousands of years!   

The first one is the 23rd Psalm.  Let’s read it together, using the old 

King James Version. 

1The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

2He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the 

still waters. 

3He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his 
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name’s sake. 

4Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 

evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

5Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou 

anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 

6Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I 

will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever. (Ps. 23:1-6) 

This past week Bonnie and I went to the South Mountain Fair.  It was 

sheep night, so we watched as the farmers exhibited their sheep.  Now I 

didn’t grow up on a farm, so I don’t know much about livestock.  But it was 

clear to me as I watched the farmers wrestling their reluctant, bleating 

sheep into the show ring that sheep are not the brightest bulbs in the 

animal kingdom chandelier!  Wow!  They weren’t afraid of the things they 

should have been- like big dogs, but were afraid of things they didn’t need 

to be afraid of- like walking around the ring! 

In the 23rd Psalm, the Psalmist compares us to sheep.  Not exactly a 

compliment, but an apt metaphor.  Like sheep, we often don’t know where 

the dangers lie for us.  We don’t naturally know what kinds of things nourish 

us and what kinds of things are harmful to us.  We need Someone to guide 

us, like a good shepherd guides his or her sheep.  In the Psalm, the 

shepherd guides his sheep to pastures for food and streams for drink, and 
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provides them with times of rest.  He protects them using his rod to ward off 

predators, and his shepherd’s crook to pull them away from dangerous 

places. 

And then there is the fourth verse,  “4Yea, though I walk through the 

valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod 

and thy staff they comfort me.”  At one time or another, all of us will walk 

through the valley of the shadow of death.  It might be confronting a serious 

illness of our own- coming to terms with our own mortality- or dealing with 

the illness of a person we love.  In those times, we are walking through the 

valley of the shadow of death.  It is inevitable. 

The good news, according to the Psalmist, is that we don’t need to 

fear death and evil!  Why?  Because God is walking with us.  We are not 

alone.  The Creator of the universe is walking beside us.  

It’s important to note that God never promises to spare us from the 

valley, to keep us from experiencing significant losses.  God doesn’t 

promise that.  But God promises that we won’t have to go through the 

valley alone.  And that’s pretty good news! 

The same God who made this promise in the 23rd Psalm, revealed 

himself more fully to us when he became a human being in the person of 

Jesus Christ.  The gospels tell us of several times when Jesus encountered 

death.  My favorite one is found in John 11.  Jesus had three good friends 
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who lived in Bethany, a town near Jerusalem.  Their names were Lazarus, 

Mary and Martha.  When Jesus visited Jerusalem he would stay with these 

three siblings. 

He received word that Lazarus was very sick, and somehow knew 

that Lazarus would die.  He arrived at Bethany four days after the death of 

Lazarus.  Martha met him on the road and lamented that Jesus had arrived 

too late to heal her brother.  Jesus replied, “I am the resurrection and the 

life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live…”  (John 

11:25)  Martha, understandably, doesn’t get what he is saying to her. 

She sends for her sister, Mary, who runs out to meet Jesus.  An 

entourage of fellow mourners comes along with her, thinking she was 

heading to the tomb to weep there.  She says the same thing to Jesus that 

Martha had said, stating that if Jesus had been there, Lazarus wouldn’t 

have died.  Then we come these wonderful verses.  33When Jesus saw her 

weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly 

disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. 34He said, “Where have you laid 

him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.”35Jesus began to weep. 36So 

the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” (John 11:33-36) 

Jesus goes on to perform his greatest miracle, raising Lazarus from 

the dead, but Ken Gire sums up my reaction to the story when he says this, 

“…who’s to say which is more incredible- a man who raises the dead…or a 
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God who weeps?”  This story shows us what it looks like when God comes 

alongside us and walks with us through the valley of the shadow of death.  

Jesus is moved to tears himself when he sees Mary and the others 

weeping over Lazarus’ death.  Empathy.  God cares about your loss, 

whether it be a death or some other kind of loss.  And God is actually sad 

along with you.  Even though it may not feel like it, you are not alone as you 

grieve your loss.  God grieves with you.   

So, how do we respond to all of this?  Bill Hybels, pastor of Willow 

Creek Community Church, a megachurch outside of Chicago, sat down 

with a counselor and asked her to talk with him about how she helps 

people with their grief.  She said that, of course, she encourages people to 

feel their feelings, instead of burying them.  “And,” she said, “I also urge 

people to radically reduce the pace of their lives.  I urge them to review 

their loss, talk about it openly, think about it thoroughly, write about it 

reflectively, and pray through it.  It’s my experience that people want to run 

from their pain.  They want to replace pain with another feeling as soon as 

they can.  (But) to recover from pain, you have to face it.  You must stand 

in it and process it before it will dissipate.  That’s God’s way.” 

There’s some good wisdom there.  Many of us are tempted to bury 

our pain, or minimize it, or distract ourselves from it.  That may work for a 

while, but in time, we need to confront it.  The Psalmist had it right when he 



7 
 

reminded us of the necessity of walking through the valley of the shadow of 

death.  You can’t go around that valley!  You have to walk through it, 

although facing the pain of our loss is often the last thing we want to do. 

And then at some point, we choose to let it go.  A young man 

returned home after serving a tour of duty in Vietnam.  He was often the 

lead man on jungle patrols, the one responsible to look for land mines, 

booby traps, and ambushes.  It was grueling work that required great 

courage.  When the war was over, he couldn’t believe that he was still 

alive, while so many of his friends were dead.  He was constantly haunted 

by nightmares of his friends dying.  His mental and physical health began 

to decline as time passed. 

One day he visited the Vietnam Memorial in Washington, D.C.  Tears 

flowed freely as he touched the names of his friends etched in the hard, 

black stone.  He looked for and found every name he remembered, except 

one.  He looked in the book that listed all the names and showed where 

they could be found on the wall.  He couldn’t find the name there, either.  

He asked the attendant, but the attendant couldn’t find the name. 

“Are you sure that’s the right name?” the attendant asked. 

“Yes,” the man replied, “It’s my name.” 
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The attendant looked at him for a long time and then said softly, 

“Your name isn’t here.  You must be alive.  Go home and get on with your 

life.” 

In spite of our many losses, losses that sometimes absolutely 

paralyze us with their ferocity, at some point we have to decide to get on 

with our lives.  God has chosen to leave us here, which means he must still 

have more for us to do.  Grieve your losses freely and honestly.  God will 

be with you, and God will help you move on to do what he has remaining 

for you to do, when it’s time.  But for now, remember, “You never walk 

alone.” 


