
Of Good Shepherds and Scuba Divers, 

Psalm 23:1-6 KJV 

John 10:1-11 NRSV 

I want to speak to you this morning about good shepherds and scuba divers, dark valleys 

and chill waters, and a table spread for you and me.  So may the words of my mouth and 

the meditation of our hearts together be acceptable in God’s sight for he is our Rock and 

our Redeemer.  Amen!  

It is perhaps the loveliest of all the psalms.  It is read at nearly every funeral; claimed in 

nearly every hour of crisis.  It is, of course, the Shepherd’s Psalm – Psalm 23. 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

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

Yea, 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. 

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

head with oil; my cup runneth over. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the 

house of the Lord for ever. 

Beautiful, isn’t it?  If you’re like me then you’ve probably memorized it and you probably 

recite it often in your hours of deepest need.  But truth be told, I know nearly nothing about 

shepherds or their sheep.  Nevertheless, I do know a little something about dark valleys 

and deep dangers.  You see, during more than 20 years of service as a Navy chaplain, I 

routinely encountered both – especially when I was serving with Soldiers and Marines.   

For example, I remember climbing jagged rock formations freehand and shimmying up 

tall stone chimneys to their tops, then rappelling hundreds of feet down those very same 

rock formations.  I remember FAST roping with my Marines, i.e. sliding down a long rope 

from a CH-46 helicopter hovering in the air overhead. And conversely, I remember being 

lifted by a helicopter from the ground while wearing a SPIE rig harness and then dangling 

like a dope on a rope from the belly of the helo as I was carried through the air to a new 

insertion zone.  I remember long rides from ship to shore in small inflatable boats 

performing night insertion exercises.  I remember being aboard a ship in the Arabian Gulf 

in the wake of 9/11 and being constantly harassed by small boats, probably of Iranian 

origin, any one of which could have carried a massive explosive charge.  I remember 

walking down Afghan streets crowded with people who sometimes glared at me with 

hostile stares, and once walking down an abandoned street with just my body guard by 

my side only hours after an IED had taken the lives of many.  It felt a lot like we were 

walking through the “valley of the shadow of death.”  No, I may not know much about 

shepherds or their sheep but I do know a little something about dark valleys and deep 

dangers. 



And I also know a little something about a comforting Presence and a guiding Hand!  You 

see, the scariest thing I ever did in the military wasn’t done in training with Marines nor 

was it done while serving in combat with coalition partners in Afghanistan.  Believe it or 

not, the scariest thing I ever did in the military was attend aviation water survival training 

in Norfolk, Virginia.   

You see, as a Navy chaplain, I frequently flew aboard helicopters between ships to 

provide religious services for our deployed Sailors and Marines.  And there’s nothing more 

dangerous than an aviation accident at sea – especially at night.  When the helo hits the 

water, the weight of the overhead engines causes the aircraft to flip over and then sink 

rapidly beneath the waves.  When that happens, you only have a few moments to escape.  

At aviation water survival training we were taught to safely and quickly escape a sinking 

helicopter at night by being blindfolded and strapped into a mock helicopter cabin that 

was then dropped into a deep pool of cold water.  After the cabin flipped over, we were 

supposed to release our safety harness, right ourselves, find an exit, and then swim to 

the surface – all while being blindfolded, mind you!  Sounds easy, doesn’t it?  It is, until 

the helicopter hits the water, and the cabin flips over, and the water is rushing in, and 

you’re hanging upside down, and you’ve lost your sense of bearing, and you can’t see a 

thing!  Then it’s not quite so easy.  And if you’re a poor swimmer, as I am, then it’s harder 

still.   

So, when I went under, and the helo flipped, and I released my harness, I immediately 

got disoriented and found myself trapped in the cockpit of the helicopter without any idea 

where the nearest exit might be.  Struggling blindfolded to find a door or an exit hatch, I 

began to run out of air.  That’s when an invisible hand grabbed the back of my flight suit, 

pulled me out of the cockpit, pushed me through the cabin door, and nudged me toward 

the surface where I came up sputtering for air and embarrassed by my poor performance 

but happy to be alive!  You see, somewhere in the darkness, and all unseen to me, a 

scuba diver was swimming nearby and keeping watch over his own.  Seeing my distress, 

he had mercy on me, came to my aid, and saved my very life!  Yea, though I was trapped 

in the darkest of waters, he was with me, and his guiding hand saved me! 

So, I suppose we don’t need to know much about shepherds or sheep to appreciate this 

psalm so long as we know something about danger, and something, too, about that 

invisible Presence that hovers near us, and that invisible Hand that comes to help us in 

our hours of deepest need.   

Now I suspect each of you knows something of danger.  Like me, some of you also served 

in our nation’s military.  Others of you served with the police.  Still others of you were 

firefighters, first responders, or medical personnel exposed to a variety of diseases.  And 

many of you have faced your own life-threatening accidents, injuries, illnesses or 

sicknesses.  And besides all those physical dangers, many others of you have faced 

dangers of a different sort – emotional, relational, or psychological dangers every bit as 



challenging as the physical dangers just described.  Some of you have passed through 

the valley of a bitter divorce – a divorce that broke your heart and nearly broke your spirit.  

Others of you have wept for a wayward son or daughter.  Still others of you have battled 

depression or addiction, or you have lived with someone who has.  And if, perchance, 

you’ve lived such a charmed life that you have escaped serious danger until now, then 

now you know a new kind of danger – the danger that COVID-19 poses to us all – and 

not only the dangers of physical sickness or death, but the dangers of a national economic 

crisis posed by this disease.  So you see, it’s true: no one gets through life unscathed.  

Like me, each of you knows something of deep dangers – something of dark valleys – 

something of cold, dark, sinking seas.   

But do you know anything about the Shepherd in the valley…the Diver in the dark?  And 

have you ever felt the help of his invisible Hand leading you in the paths of righteousness 

or pushing you to the surface when you thought you just might drown?  If so, then you 

can say, as the Psalmist said: 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

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

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou 

art with me…. 

But who is this Shepherd?  And whose is the invisible Hand that grabs and guides us 

through dark valleys and the chill, cold waters of danger and distress? Well, our Shepherd 

has a name!  And his name is Jesus! In the 10th chapter of John’s gospel, Jesus claims 

to be the Good Shepherd who cares for his own.  Jesus said, “The shepherd calls his 

own sheep by name and leads them out…The thief comes only to steal and kill and 

destroy. I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly. I am the good shepherd.  

The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  The hired hand, who is not the 

shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and 

runs away – and the wolf snatches them and scatters them…the hired hand runs away 

because the hired hand does not care for the sheep.  I am the good shepherd…and I lay 

down my life for the sheep.” (Jn. 10:3,10-15) 

Yes, Jesus laid his life down for us in every respect.  He laid aside the glory of heaven 

and the company of his Father and came down to earth where he took up our flesh and 

lived among us to show us God’s love, to teach us God’s way, and, like a good Shepherd, 

to lead us back into his Father’s fold.  He gave himself unsparingly for us and for our good 

– even to the point of death itself.  For when the wolves came to scatter and devour us, 

he stood between us and them, and died in fending them off so that we might be saved.  

And then he rose again to show us that his love for us would never die and that he would 

be with us always to lead, guard, guide, and direct us through all our days! 



Yes, our Shepherd has a name and his name is Jesus.  And this morning, our Shepherd 

invites us to a table.  In the Shepherd’s Psalm, the Psalmist said to the Shepherd: “Thou 

preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head 

with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of 

my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.”  Well, that table is this table – 

the communion table where we sit down with the Good Shepherd and remember how he 

gave himself completely to save us from the wolves and to bring us back to God – even 

though his body was broken and his blood shed in the process of our saving.  And it’s at 

this table that we receive afresh, through the bread and through the cup, a new infusion 

of God’s goodness and God’s mercy, and a renewal of the hope that one day this earthly 

table will give way to that heavenly table where we will dine with our Savior forever!  

No, I don’t know much about shepherds or their sheep.  But I do know something about 

danger, and an invisible Presence, and a guiding Hand!  And I even know the name of 

him whose presence it is and whose hand it is that grabs and guides and saves me.  Do 

you know his name?  Well my friend, he is here at the table this morning waiting to 

commune with you.  He’s the Good Shepherd.  And his name is Jesus!  Amen! 

                      

 

 


