
SHARED AFFLICTIONS

I had just finished watching the world cup in the Upper East Side last Sunday, and I 
was walking home with some friends who live on 84th Street. I felt some raindrops 
and ducked into the 6 stop at 77th to take the subway the rest of the way to Midtown.

The platform was flooded with soccer fans. I looked up at the clock with the train 
times, and it said that the 6 train was 8 minutes away. It was hot. It was humid. It was
gross.

I had time, so I walked all the way to the south end of the platform where there were 
less people. I parked myself along the wall and noticed that I was standing next to a 
blind man. He had one of those sticks with a white plastic ball on the end of it.

I had 4 minutes to go at this point so I just stood there observing him. I wondered 
what his life must be like. What a challenge it must be for him to live and work in the 
city each day. I just stood there wondering. 

The clocked ticked: 4 minutes, 3 minutes, 2 minutes, and finally I could see the lights 
of the 6 coming down the tunnel. The platform surged with bodies. The crowd 
pressed beyond the yellow paint at the edge of the platform waiting to lunge onto the 
train when the doors opened.

All of the sudden, I saw this little old lady with a cane emerge out of the crowd. She 
looked a bit of out of place among all of the football fans. She was surely in her 70‘s, 
maybe 80’s. 

The train pulled up, and she too began to force her way through the crowd to make 
sure she could get on. You could tell she had done this many times. 

The people seeing that she was handicapped parted to let her board first. Then 
something strange and beautiful happened. She put her arms out to her sides, and 
grabbed the wrist of the blind man standing behind her and said, “Young man! The 
train is here. You get on first.”
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And as this sweet, feeble lady using a cane helped the blind man onto the train, we all 
stood there watching, remembering our humanity.

THIS IS DOESN’T WORK

It’s interesting the way that afflicted people look out for one another. I see it over and 
over again in my life. It’s crazy to me how deeply our afflictions touch us. They leave a 
mark on us so deep, that when we see another person going through the same thing, 
we can’t bear to watch them go it alone. We reach out. We help, because we feel what 
they are feeling. It’s that razor thin difference between sympathy and empathy.

Afflictions come in all kinds. Some physical, some emotional, and yes, some spiritual.
As a pastor, I spend much of my time welcoming life into the world, watching it exit, 
and everything else in between. I sit in conversation with the living, and the dying, 
and the struggling, and the successful, trying to be of some guidance in their 
understanding of God. I study. I write. I pray. I give counsel.  

And in all of these diverse experiences with people I see that we all, too have a shared 
affliction when it comes to our faith. 

It’s the thing we don’t really talk about, because we don’t want our believing friends 
to know that we have it. Trouble is, they have it too and are thinking the same thing.

The affliction is not an organic thing. It’s an intellectual one. It’s a question that is 
ever gnawing at base of our beliefs, in our moments where the inspiration wears off. 

It doesn’t have a name, but we see its symptoms in questions,

“Why do I never seem to obtain the things that my faith promises me?” 

“Why do I live, year after year, hanging on, thinking that I will someday get what 
I’m being promised by God, but I never do?”
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I hear questions like these all the time.  I ask these questions to, because I also have the 
sickness. What makes it even worse (to continue along the metaphor) is that I work at 
the hospital and deliver the medicine.

But I have it, too.

There are certain seasons in my life where I can be found on a rooftop, or out in a 
field, or in a private study somewhere yelling into thin air, “This doesn’t work, God! I 
quit!”

Do you ever feel like that?

This is our shared affliction, and if you’re there in your faith today, I know how you 
feel. If you haven’t been there for awhile, you will be again someday. If you’ve never 
been there before, those of us who have will be waiting to help you onto the train 
when you find yourself stricken with a season of blindness. 

Just don’t be startled when you see those helping you also using crutches and canes.

THE TWENTY-THIRD PSALM

Today, I’d like us to look at this disconnect we have with God in light of this psalm we 
just read aloud a few minutes ago.

Housed inside of it is exactly what we need to hear about why this happens to us.

It seems to me that we people of faith, Christians, are attracted to this psalm for all the 
wrong reasons. And because we’re attracted to it for the wrong reasons we often fail 
to be able to close the gap between what God promises us in it, and the practical 
reality that we just don’t see these things at work in our lives much of the time.
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I mean let’s be honest, this psalm promises us a lot of wonderful things. All of them 
which I want. It covers just about everything we can think of that we might want 
God.

We’re promised stillness and restoration of soul. We are guided onto the right life-
paths by the very hand of God

We are comforted in dark times. We are not afraid. God defends us. 

Our enemies are unable to stop God from sustaining us. Our storehouse 
overflows. We live out of a surplus.

Goodness and mercy follow us all the days of our lives, and we make our home 
with God for all eternity. 

It’s everything we could possibly want from God as a person of faith. 

But the trouble with faith (at least here in the West) is that we incentivize it. 

What do I mean by that, “We incentivize faith?” 

I mean that we often view our faith as the mechanism for getting the things that we 
want from God.

For instance, 

Maybe we are frustrated with a friend or family member. There is tension. There 
has been tension for years. This causes us to lose our inner peace, and often. Our 
sole is continually disturbed instead of restored. So our reason for seeking God 
becomes  a one-sided dialogue where we ask him to change the person who is 
frustrating us.

That is the incentive. No peace? No still waters? No soul restoration? Seek God.
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Or maybe we spend an inordinate amount of time seeking God about our purpose 
in life or our work. We are frustrated with where we are in life and with what we 
do for a living and yet God promised that he will “lead us in right paths for his 
glory.”

That is the incentive. We don’t feel like our work matters. We don’t like the path 
we’re on, so that becomes the reason that we seek God.

Or finally, maybe we don’t understand why so many terrible things follow us 
wherever we go. It seems like we are always experiencing failure and defeat, but 
God promises us that goodness and mercy will follow us. 

So the incentive? We seek God so we don’t experience failure and defeat.

In practice, we believe the point of our faith is to get what we need from God. Every 
prayer that we pray, every spiritual thought that we think is about what we want from 
God that we don’t yet have.

We incentivize our faith.

I SHALL NOT WANT

I’d like to suggest today that we might be looking at the divine in the wrong way.

I’d like to suggest today that we stop doing this with the scriptures and the promises 
of God, and even God himself.

I’d like to suggest that we stop reading the scriptures to get something that we don’t 
have, and to stop praying just so we will feel better.

Could it be that the promises in this psalm are never intended to be viewed as 
incentives? 
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The passage begins by saying. 

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”

If this is really the case, then why do we want all of the things listed in this verse so 
badly. If it really is the true, then why is most of our time and energy in our faith 
spent wanting restored souls, and right paths, and walking in stillness and peace, etc. 
etc.

The very opening line of the passage says we shall not want, but we spend lifetimes 
wanting for the things in this passage.

What a massive paradox!

What if the only wanting that ought be driving us is the want of one thing? 

Like it or not, that’s what this Psalm is teaching us. 

When I know that God is my shepherd, I want nothing. When I stop aiming my life 
and centering all that I do around getting things from God, all of the sudden my 
perspective changes. 

I realize that this is more organic and less formulaic. When I live my life from the 
perspective that God is my caretaker, my shepherd, I look at the world differently and 
that produces these things in my life.

In other words, to refer back to the examples earlier,

The relative or friend that you are having such a difficult time with. when God, 
(not his promises) are your focus, you stop putting so much pressure on the 
people in your life to make you happy and to act like you need them to so that you 
can be at peace with them. 

This creates peace in your relationships.
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Or when God, (not his promises) are your focus you stop putting so much 
pressure on your employer to make you happy, and you begin to find your joy in 
working well at what you’ve been given, and serving the people that you work 
with, which in turn changes the whole path of your employment. 

This opens opportunities for you that you really want.

And when God, (not his promises) are your focus you start seeing things like 
goodness and mercy follow you because that is the way that you respond to 
everyone else in your life when they fail or mess up.

You become the recipient of those kinds of actions because they are the same 
actions you give to others.

When I place the emphasis on “The Lord is my shepherd” I shall not want any of the 
things the rest of the verse promises, because I start becoming these things as my 
search for God shapes me. 

Jesus, said it this way in the New Testament:

“If God gives such attention to the appearance of wildflowers—most of which are 
never even seen—don’t you think he’ll attend to you, take pride in you, do his best 
for you? What I’m trying to do here is to get you to relax, to not be so preoccupied 
with getting, so you can respond to God’s giving. 

- Matthew 6:33

These passages are saying the very same thing.

God is the shepherd. We are the sheep.

These are the laws of the Kingdom. 
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MY TIME AS A JANITOR

Some of you who have been a part of our community for awhile may have heard some 
of my story about my past and what it is that brought me back to a life of faith. I 
don’t like to talk about it much because... well... it’s my past. But I thought it would 
be helpful to share some of it today in light of our topic.

When I was a younger man, I spent 3 years of my life in institutional care.

I was into some very bad things at the time for most of my life as a young man. I 
stole from people. I hurt people. I put a lot substances in my body that were very 
harmful to me. I made money by selling things to people that ruined their lives. I 
think of friends that I brought into that way of life that never made it out. That is 
my fault, and not a day goes by where I don’t feel that in my heart. 

The courts took me away from my parents for these three years in my life. I was 
expelled from my school and was placed outside of the county that I grew up in. I 
bounced around from facility to facility and finally into foster homes at the end 
until the state deemed that I was fit to go back home.

It was one of the loneliest, most empty times of my life as a young man. It was also 
the most painful thing my family has ever gone through, and carry that regret 
around with me too. 

When I finally got back into the real world again, I had nothing. No education. No 
work experience. Nothing to show for my life to make an employer want to hire 
me.

I was able to get a job as a short order cook working the night shift at a local 
restaurant. It was the first real job I’d ever had where I got a paycheck and followed 
a schedule and paid my own bills. All I remember about that time in my life was 
being alone at night, cooking eggs and cleaning grease traps.
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I barley saw “daytime humans.” The rest of the world worked while I slept. 
Sometimes I’d get so lonely and bored on my nights off that I’d drive to some 
other city and sleep in my car just to have a change of scenery in my life.

And it was in these lonely spaces in my life where I started to think about God 
again. 

I got invited to church by an old friend of mine from high school who wouldn’t 
stop inviting me, so I started going to church every Sunday and getting involved 
where they needed help. The church met in a movie theater at the time, and it 
always seemed like they needed help setting things up early in the morning more 
than anything, so I told them I would just do that every week since I could come 
straight from the night shift at my job.

That’s what I did every week for a very long time. Chairs, rugs, nursery equipment, 
the sound system, the projector, the coffee, the signs. I learned to do it all. I didn’t 
care what it was, I was just so glad to have somewhere to go after work instead of 
going home in the dark and falling asleep smelling like grease.

The church was growing quickly and before long they built a building. The 
building needed a janitor and the pastor asked me if I would be interested in the 
job. He said it would give me the opportunity to be around the staff that I was 
getting to know, and I could sit in on some meetings from time to time, and then 
clean the building during the week.

I think he could see some things in me that I was unable to see in myself.

I was thrilled to have the offer. I was going to make 800 dollars a month cleaning a 
church, but you would have thought he offered me partnership at a law firm or 
something!

This may sound like I am saying this just to tug at heartstrings today, but I mean 
this from the bottom of my heart. Being offered that job was one of the proudest 
moments of my life. 
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I couldn’t believe I was getting the chance to work at a place like this with people 
that admired. I couldn’t believe that I was getting this chance to work in God’s 
house. I couldn’t believe they trusted me with keys to the building and let me see 
behind the scenes into “holy things.”

And it was in those days, where I rented a 350 square foot apartment in Evans City 
Pennsylvania for 400 dollars per month, being a janitor at my church that my faith 
became something real to me. I spent hours and hours in between shifts reading 
books from the pastor’s study.  I’d go to all the services and clean in between. I felt 
more alive inside than I ever had in my entire life.

A few years passed and I just kept cleaning. I was asked to do an internship. They 
had never had an intern before so they created a program for me. Eventually they  
asked me if I’d like to go to bible college and they paid for me to go. When I 
graduated, I moved back I was asked to join the staff at the church, and the rest is 
history.

I had nothing. I was nothing. I didn’t even have enough to desire anything. All I 
knew about my faith at that time was that God was giving me a second chance at a 
life that I had wasted, and that he loved me enough to let me work in his house. 

All I wanted was more of God. To know him better. I didn’t care where I lived or 
where I worked or what I had or what I was trying to become. All I wanted was to 
know God more.

Years later,  I look back on this part of my life and I think how much more “sheeplike” 
I was back then. God was all I had because I had nothing else.

I’ll be honest with you. Though I love what I do, many of my days now are consumed 
with our programming or our planning or our budget or or managing staff our staff 
well- and these are are very good things to be concerned with - but sometimes I forget 
who I was and where I came from- and from time to time I struggle with thinking that 
I’ve arrived at where I am today because I worked so hard or because I was more 
dedicated or because I was more gifted or something. 

PSALMS : OVERFLOW OF THE HEART                                                                                                                                                                  PART ONE: “SHEEP”



The truth is I’m still just that scared kid thinking he wrecked his life, working the 
night shift, wondering if he would die behind a grill making eggs and cleaning deep 
fryers.

And I cherish these memories. God haunts me with them, when I start to think I’m 
where I am because of something I did. 

And my question for you today, and I pray it will haunt you as it haunts me. 

Do you really think you’ll get what you do from God because of something you 
are or because of something he is?

Is this about you finding a formula to pry these gifts out of the hand of the Almighty, 
or is it about you being so caught up in  knowing God better that these things are 
what you become?

You have every reason in the world to pat yourself on the back for all that you’ve done 
to get yourself where you are. 

But you know what? You’re nothing without the Lord. 

You’re a sheep. He is a Shepherd. Reduce to that. Live from that.

The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want. 

You cannot have “I shall not want” without “The Lord is my shepherd.”
Do you believe that? 

Let’s pray.
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