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Why does the 23rd Psalm strike such a calming chord in our lives? One reason is because the 

author is someone who has been, in Robert Frost’s phrase, “acquainted with the night,” Even 

though I walk through the darkest valley. 

 

What do you hear in that line? A child insisting a nightlight stat on, asking, “Will you stay with 

me until I fall asleep?” The widow saying, “One of the hardest parts about living alone is coming 

home to a dark house.”  

 

“The darkest valley” speaks to us who are “acquainted with the night.” At some time, in some 

way, we will be “acquainted with the night?” Shadows will creep too close, bringing the 

unwelcome gifts of uncertainty and vulnerability.  

 

Clearly, the author knows the dark place. But more than this, the author knows what is needed to 

survive there and something about how to get out. One way out, asserts the psalmist, is to 

remember there is a way out. The writer says, even though I walk through the darkest valley. She 

doesn’t say, even though I make my home in the darkest valley. There is a difference. In difficult 

times, it may seem like we are in a hole as dark as a pit; it may feel as permanent as a grave, but it 

is a valley, with light on either end.  

 

An old black preacher was asked to name his favorite verse of scripture. He said, “And it came to 

pass. Not, it came to stay.” Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote, “The psalmist knows that the valley is a 

temporary lodging, not a permanent home…God’s role is not to protect us from pain and loss, but 

to protect us from letting pain and loss define our lives. The valley of the shadow of death can be 

a seductive place, impossible to enjoy but hard to leave.”  

 

This is more than just a cheery assertion that “the sun will come out tomorrow.” It is an 

affirmation about the nature of our God who is always making a way through and taking us along. 

Or, as I often remind you—our God insists on having the last word. To be sure, the second-to-last 

word, the penultimate word, can be given to something else—despair, estrangement, or death. 

Our God insists on having the very last word—a word of hope, of reconciliation, of healing, of 

goodness, of light, and of life. When we await the last word with confidence, the second-to-last 

word loses its death-grip on us. The last word helps us heed Gracie Allen’s advice, “Never put a 

period where God has placed a comma.”  

 

Notice that in the psalm the writer makes a crucial shift—from referring to God in the third 

person to addressing God in the second person. Early on, the psalmist speaks about God: The 

Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me 

beside the still waters. He restores my soul. Third person. These are descriptors of God. It is only 

after the psalmist comes to the dark valley that writer shifts to the second person, saying, I fear no 

evil for you are with me. 

 

The shift from third person to the second person is a critical to faith. We can describe God in the 

third person, but to address God in the second person is to enter into the realm of a relationship. 

We can talk behind God’s back in the third person, but to speak in the second person is to begin 

to pray. We can theorize about God in the third person, forgetting that theory keeps God at a 



distance. To draw close to God requires addressing God as we would a loved one, in the second 

person. You are with me. It is the language of relationship, of intimacy.  

 

When we are in a dark place, we discover it is not enough to talk about God. In the darkest valley 

we learn that something more is required—a relationship. In dark times we don’t need to talk 

about God anymore, we need to talk to God. And, ironically, sometimes it is only by entering the 

darkest valley that we are able to make such a shift from third person to second person.  

 

While serving a church in Montgomery, Alabama, Martin Luther King Jr. led a boycott of the 

segregated city bus system. His life and the lives of his wife and baby daughter were repeatedly 

threatened. One night a bomb was set off on his front porch. Another night he received a call at 

midnight: “N, if you aren’t out of town in three days, we’re going to blow your brains out and 

blow up your house.” King said it was his darkest valley. He said he wanted to give up; find a 

way to move out of the picture without appearing a coward. It was at that moment that he had to 

call on a power that could make a way out of no way.  

 

“I discovered,” King wrote, “that faith had to become real for me, that I had to know God for 

myself.” He prayed, “Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right, but I am weak and faltering. 

I’m losing my courage.” What he heard from God was this: “Stand up for righteousness. Stand up 

for justice…and I will be with you. I heard the voice of Jesus saying to fight on, that he will never 

leave me, never leave me alone.”  

 

Can you hear the shift that took place in King’s faith that night? In that dark night, the God he 

had always heard about and preached about (third person) needed to be something more. God 

needed to be real for him (second person). And it was when he sought God, addressed God, and 

drew close to God that he was able to move through the valley.  

 

“For you are with me.” That is the promise embedded in the 23rd Psalm. The name of the Lord is 

mentioned twice in Psalm 23—in the first verse and the last. It is a reminder that God’s presence 

is all-surrounding, as if wrapping the psalm, and all of us who read it, in the presence of God. The 

psalmist affirms that no valley is so dark that God does not accompany us.  

 

Those of you familiar with the Apostle’s Creed know the phrase “Jesus was crucified, dead and 

buried. He descended to hell.” I was always troubled by that last part, “he descended to hell,” 

until someone shared with me that it was her favorite part of the creed. When I asked why, she 

said, “because hell is where I spend much of my life.” Hell, the dark night of the soul, the darkest 

valley, we’ve been there. And God has been with us, even in our own versions of hell.  

 

I love Stephen Sondheim’s musical, Into the Woods. The script is an imaginative interweaving of 

several children’s fairy tales. The stories are filled with witches, giants, cruelty and death. Much 

of it takes place in the valley of the shadow of death. As the play draws to a close, one of the 

characters sings the haunting song, “No One Is Alone.” She sings: “Mother cannot guide you. 

Now you’re on your own. Only me beside you. Still, you’re not alone. No one is alone, truly.” 

 

I’ve always wondered what people in the audience hear when this stunning affirmation that “No 

one is alone” is sung. Who do they think will be with them? The song doesn’t say. Do they really 

believe that someone will be with them no matter what? And who do they think that someone is? 

Perhaps they don’t know. But we do. Amen.  

 


