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                               I WILL TAKE CARE OF YOU 

 

My grandmother used to say that she would know when she was really old because 

people would start calling her “Dear.”  Are you alright, dear? How are you today, 

dear? Can I help you with that, dear? Kindly meant but slightly patronising.  

 

When my mother had a serious illness, she was visited by several people from her 

church, none of whom she knew well. She really appreciated their kindness but one 

evening she picked up the phone and dialled my sister-in-law’s number. “For 

heaven’s sake, Polly, I need someone to be rude to me. Everybody is being so nice 

and polite I think I must be dying.”  

 

A brave elderly gentleman told me of the time in his childhood when he fell off his 

bike and scraped his knees. He limped home in a lot of pain but coping stoically with 

it. Only when his mother rushed out, put her arms round him and said “Oh darling, 

look at your poor knees,” did he burst into tears and feel traumatised. He told me this 

story half an hour after his wife had died and I knew what he was trying to tell me. He 

had received a deadly blow but he would deal with his pain, just as long as no-one put 

their arms round him and said “oh, poor Robert.”        

 

Too much sympathy in a bad time can actually drain your strength. It can be counter-

productive if it robs you of your courage, your dignity and your will to move on.  

It comes, I suppose, in the same category as over-protective parents who render their 

children permanently immature and naïve. Or carers of disabled people who take over 

their lives completely and rob them of such independence as they might have had.  

I remember reading of the journalist John Diamond who was dying of cancer and he 

decided to take his motorbike out for a run. Medically speaking there were many 

reasons why this was not a good idea for him and both his wife and his doctor could 

have listed those reasons and persuaded him not to go. “But,” he said, “that ride made 

me feel like “me” again” and that, to those who loved him, was far more important. 

 

When you are very vulnerable, the loving care of other people makes such a 

difference. It gives you comfort and strength and a hope that gets you through.  

I am not for one moment under-estimating its value.  But the best kind of care is 

surely the care which allows you still to be yourself, to discover your own strengths, 

to grow into your own courage, to maintain your own freedom of choice and not to be 

pushed into the role of “the passive victim.” 

&&&&&&&&&&&    

 

Which is why I have always had my doubts about those Victorian pictures of Jesus as 

the Good Shepherd. There he stands with a limp-looking lamb tucked under his arm 

and a group of sheep with dumb faces, standing around him. I lived in Wales for 

several years, surrounded by sheep and they are not the most intelligent of creatures. 

They are forever needing to be rounded up, fenced in, untangled from barbed-wire, 

hauled down from cliff-tops, prevented from eating something which will kill them. 

They need protection all their lives. They never grow into independence. 

 

Naturally human beings have their fair share of crass stupidity and waywardness. We 

are quite capable of taking the wrong routes in life; of being easily led by the crowd; 

of getting ourselves into dangerous situations. But we do have intelligence and a 
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problem-solving mentality; we do have it in us to learn from our mistakes; we do have 

the insight to see where we have gone wrong and do something about it; we do, unlike 

sheep, have a certain amount of freedom to choose who we are, what we do and what 

we become.  

A “shepherd” who robs us of that freedom, who fences us into a narrow, heavily 

restricted way of living is not doing us any favours. He is treating us like dumb 

animals rather than independent human beings. 

 

Chapter Ten of John’s Gospel, where Jesus calls himself the “good shepherd,” comes, 

as you might expect, immediately after chapter nine……  Chapter nine is the story of 

a man who was born blind. The religious leaders, the “shepherds” of Israel had got a 

nice, neat theory of everything worked out. God had made everything good. Therefore 

sickness, disability and poverty were the result of sin, either your own sin or your 

parents’. Maybe even your grandparents. So if you wanted to avoid trouble you kept 

strictly within the narrow boundaries of religious rules which governed every possible 

aspect of your life. If you were struck down with misfortune then you could do 

nothing but say sorry either for your own faults or those of your parents and maybe 

God, through his officially appointed representatives, would take pity on you.  

 

It was a nice, neat theory. It saved you having to wear your brains out grappling with 

the problem of evil and it did a lot to scare you into keeping on the straight and 

narrow. But then Jesus came and upset everything.  

First he said, loudly, that neither the blind man nor his parents had done anything 

wrong to deserve this affliction. Second, he healed the blind man with no official 

religious credentials as a healer. Third, he added insult to injury by doing this on the 

Sabbath day, when, the rules decreed, no work, including healing, should be done. 

Fourth, the man was so thrilled to be cured of his blindness that he said, loudly, that 

Jesus must have come from God. The nice neat theory of everything was overturned 

and the religious leaders reacted by kicking both Jesus and the ex-blind man out of the 

religious community as subversive influences. 

 

They really thought that they were being good shepherds in that they were protecting 

their flock from new ideas, which could lead into unknown territories, which could 

hold hidden dangers. You can see where they were coming from but in their zeal to 

protect the members of their flock they were robbing them of opportunities to 

discover the strength of God in them, to unleash the powers of wisdom, of 

compassion, of healing that God had given to the human race.  

I am not like that, said Jesus, I am the Good Shepherd. I have come that my people 

may live and live more abundantly. 

&&&&&&&&&&  

 

So: the Good Shepherd does not treat his people like dumb animals who are unable to 

think their own thoughts, carve out their own paths and develop their own gifts. He 

does not fence them into a “safe place,” shielded from the harsher realities of life and 

the darker side of their own nature, as many organised religions have tried to do.  

He wants them to take risks, rise to challenges, keep moving onwards and outwards.  

And no, he does not call you “Dear.” He calls you by your own name and into your 

own abundant life. 
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But those people he was talking to- his friends and followers- they were looking at a 

difficult, dangerous life ahead. If they remained loyal to Jesus then their lives were 

going to be made hell, first by their own religious community who would again 

consider them subversive influences and second by the Roman government who did 

not like their peace disturbed by religious clashes and who would suspect any power 

which was claimed to be higher than that of Caesar.  

There were hard times ahead for the followers of Jesus and, no matter what people 

write about suffering improving the character, suffering can also confuse your 

thinking, weaken your loyalty, lead you to compromise your standards and break up 

your community. It does not always bring out the best in you. 

 

Most of here today will have our own pain and grief, our fears and bitterness, our 

hardships and our own particular cross to bear. We will have our strengths and our 

courage-probably more than we are aware of- but we still feel vulnerable and the 

followers of Jesus need more than a shepherd who just pushes you out of the 

sheepfold to find your own way and then leaves you to it in the cause of promoting 

independence and freedom of spirit. So when Jesus, the Good Shepherd promises to 

take care of us, what does he mean?      

&&&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

I looked again at that familiar Psalm, number 23, and at the man who wrote it: David, 

the shepherd boy who went on to become King of Israel. His life could never be 

called over-protected. He was the youngest of seven sons and not held in particular 

esteem by his family. He spent his early years looking after sheep and having to stand 

up to lions and bears who threatened the flock. Suddenly he was rescued from 

obscurity by the prophet Samuel and told that he would one day be King and he 

justified this prophecy by winning his famous battle with the giant, Goliath.  

But celebrity has its drawbacks, notably the jealously of a King who is still on the 

throne. For some years David struggled with the physical threats of King Saul’s anger 

and his own inner struggles between wanting to make the most of his popularity and 

trying to remain loyal to his King.  

When Saul finally died and David became King, he did a good job. But he also made 

some serious mistakes, like having an affair with somebody else’s wife, getting her 

pregnant, then having to have her absent soldier husband killed off quickly and a 

consequent burden of the most horrendous guilt to deal with. He had some terrible 

misfortunes, like the death of his first son and the open rebellion by his most beloved 

son which ended in this son’s death and David’s heartbreak. Like most Kings he had 

his friends and he had his enemies. He knew serious danger and huge responsibility.  

No, he was not over-protected. 

 

But from beginning to end, he called God his shepherd, but in the sense that all Kings 

of his time were called the “shepherds” of their people.  And this meant that, as his 

shepherd, it was God to whom, at the end of the day, he was answerable both as man 

and King. It was God who had ultimate authority over his life. And that made all the 

difference. 

Being answerable to God saved David from megalomania on the one hand and 

diffidence on the other. Because he was answerable to God he would not become a 

dictator to his people, or the kind of weak ruler that brings a nation to ruin. 

Being answerable to God meant that it was God whom he trusted for guidance. A king 

would be surrounded by advisors, most of whom would have their own personal 
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agendas to promote, just like politics today. How could he know which were the right 

paths to take? So he looked to God, the good shepherd. (Tony Blair- trust God but not 

GB?) 

Being answerable to God meant that it was God to whom he looked for strength to do 

the right thing. It is one thing to know what is right, quite another to achieve it. By 

relying on God’s strength, David managed to steer a course between the arrogance of 

thinking himself invincible and the kind of lethargy induced by continual self-doubt.  

Being answerable to God meant that it was God to whom he gave praise when he won 

victories over his enemies and therefore there was no need to take revenge, to get his 

own back, to keep old quarrels going for generations. He could be compassionate, 

build bridges, heal divisions and make peace, which was why his reign was known as 

the “Golden Age” in Israelite history.  

Being answerable to God meant that it was to God he looked, ultimately to make 

sense of his life: the good times and bad, the heartbreaks and betrayal, the successes 

and the failures, the strengths and the weaknesses- where would it all end? Unlike his 

son, Solomon, who could see nothing but non-existence at the end of life, David 

looked to God for the final fulfilment- God’s goodness and mercy shall follow me all 

the days of my life and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.  

 

I am the Good Shepherd. I will take care of you, said Jesus to his disciples and he did. 

He became the shepherd they chose to follow in love and trust, the shepherd who 

supplied them with faith and hope, strength and courage, guidance and healing, love 

and delight. He was the shepherd who brought out all that was finest and best in them. 

Because they were answerable to him, the hatred of the Jews, the sneers of the 

Greeks, the oppression of the Romans could not get to them. Because they were 

answerable to him, neither their own faults nor the irritating behaviour of the rest of 

the early church could destroy their community. Because they were answerable to 

him, they could believe in what he had told them and in all they were trying to 

achieve for his sake.  

 

Jesus said, my sheep listen to my voice. I know them and they follow me. I give them 

eternal life and they will never be destroyed. No-one can snatch them out of my hand.   

In the year 2008, in a complex world and a struggling Christian church this is an 

awesome promise made by an awesome person. If you believe what he says, then this 

is a shepherd worth following. 

Amen.         


