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You don’t meet many shepherds these days. You’re more likely to meet a cowboy or a salmon fisherman, although you probably won’t encounter them much either. Jesus’ account of what a shepherd does is as foreign to us as a tourist from Turkmenistan.


Maybe we’ve outgrown this biblical image of the shepherd. But have we really outgrown the need for someone to love us fiercely and forever, the way a good shepherd can? In quiet moments, we yearn for someone stronger and wiser to take care of us.

If you were raised in a solid and good home, somewhere in the back of your mind is the memory of how delicious it was to be tucked into a warm bed at night, knowing that everything was taken care of. The grown-ups worried about the bills and the weather and the taxes. The kids snuggled up, secure in the knowledge that someone else was in charge. You wonder why children sleep so deeply and soundly – that’s part of it. They leave the worrying to someone else.

We adults carry that memory of that secure feeling, and consciously or not, we yearn to recapture it. Indeed, we yearn for it even more because now we know what it’s like to live without that security. Now we know what it’s like to wait for the biopsy results. Now we know what it’s like to watch a deadly storm roar ever closer on the radar. Now maybe we’ve gone through the pain of losing grandparents, parents, friends, others whom we’ve loved. 

We live in a dangerous world. Wolves abound. There aren’t a lot of shepherds around, but we need a shepherd. We need someone who can see every wolf that runs our way and who will die rather than abandon any one of us sheep. We need someone with the vision and the wisdom to lead us safely through the land mines of a world that much of the time is simply bewildering.


Jesus recognizes our longing to be tended to, to be cared for, and he chooses the image of the shepherd carefully. But he makes a further point. “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep,” he says. That is, he will give his life for us. He will let himself be killed rather than see one single sheep harmed. Every time Jesus talks shepherd, it’s clear that the whole flock is important, but each individual sheep is just as important to him as the whole lot of them.


Which goes to show, I guess, that Jesus is no economist. The cost-benefit analysis doesn’t work here. An actuary would look at this account and say, It doesn’t make sense that the shepherd dies so that one sheep can live. The rest of the flock needs the shepherd. Better to leave the stragglers to the wolves.


Jesus disagrees. Every sheep is important. And when he says, “I lay down my life for the sheep,” the hearers of John’s Gospel would have recognized what was coming –Jesus’ self-sacrifice on the cross, for the sake of those who need to be welcomed back safely into the circle of God’s love.


We’ve been talking about the Disciple’s Way, how to cultivate in ourselves the personal qualities that will make us better disciples of the living Christ. And today we’re seeing with sheep’s eyes, because we’re talking about trust – about the knowledge that we can absolutely rely on God to watch out for us, as a shepherd watches his sheep and defends them against the wolves. Jesus had that deep and abiding trust in God. It’s something we need to be working toward.

So what does it mean to trust God? What does that look like?

It means living in the confidence that whatever happens, through all of the changes that life throws at us, good and bad, there is a constant at work, and that is God’s unique love for you and care for you. Trusting God does not mean that we’ll live a trouble-free existence. If that were true, you’d have trouble getting a seat in this sanctuary. If trusting in God were a magic bullet against having problems, everybody would be doing it.
What people forget is that there are two parts of having a problem: the actual circumstances, and how we perceive and respond to them. It’s in our response that trusting in God pays off. When we recognize deep down that no matter what happens, God is as close as our breathing, and we can hand over our problems to the One in whom rests the ultimate meaning of our lives. Trust God, worry less. It’s under control.


How might we grow this trust of God in our lives? I want to offer a couple of ideas.

First, it’s a good idea to ask God’s opinion about big decisions in your life. Pray. But don’t make your prayer a one-way street, you raising up a bunch of words to God. Ask for God’s guidance, then sit quietly and listen. God’s voice is, as the Bible says, a “still, small voice.” You need to make space in the clamor of the day to hear that voice. This is something that we need to practice week to week, because it gets easier with practice. You can’t just turn to prayer when you have to decide whether to move to North Carolina or quit your job. If you practice trusting God in small decisions, you’ll be on familiar ground when you come before God with a big problem or a tough choice to make.

If you want to learn to trust God, you need to try it out. Try it with, for example, your money. Maybe you sit down and write a budget for the whole year and stick to it like green on lima beans. Maybe you put your paycheck and your bills on the desk and let them fight it out. However you manage your money, try putting God’s work first. Write your charitable checks before you pay the light bill. Try it for a month or two, and see if there’s enough money at the end of the month to live on. My hunch is that you won’t starve. You’re learning to trust.

Next, start to see the hand of God at work around you. Sometimes we’re so focused and intense in prayer, we forget that God works in tangible ways. You’ve probably heard the old story about the man trapped on top of his house, with floodwaters rising all around him. A canoe comes; no, he says, God will rescue me. The sheriff’s speedboat comes; no, God will rescue me. A helicopter comes to pluck him off the roof; no, no, God is going to save me. He drowns. He stands before God in heaven and says, Weren’t you supposed to save me? And God, of course, says, Who do you think sent two boats and a helicopter?

God acts through human beings sometimes. We forget; we’re looking for the burning bush, want to see God right there. There are not so many burning bushes around these days, but if you look, there is plenty of evidence of God’s activity. 

That dollar bill you’re going to put in the offering plate says “In God We Trust.” (It’s on the twenty, also, by the way.) Anyway, don’t you think it’s strange that we have that motto on our money, even though the First Amendment says the government can’t establish a state religion? The Supreme Court has upheld “In God We Trust” because, they said, it has “lost through rote repetition any significant religious content.” It’s just words, the justices said. As Christians, though, you and I need to push ourselves to make trust in God more than words. We need to keep our eyes open for the evidence that God is trustworthy, because God’s work is getting done every day, all around us.

Finally, our last tip for the day, recognize that learning to trust God is an up-and-down process. There will be times when it’s hard to feel God’s presence, and times when we are tempted to circle the wagons and fend entirely for ourselves. My counsel is, don’t beat yourself up when those kinds of doubts show up. Read the Psalms; persevere in prayer, as Paul says; stay alert for signs of God at work. Over the long haul, we can reach a deeper level of trust.

Now, in these Lenten messages we’ve been raising up some larger-than-life figures who show forth the qualities of discipleship. We’ve talked about Nelson Mandela; we’ve talked about Margaret Sanger.


Today instead I want to talk about Elin Woods – Mrs. Tiger Woods. I only know what I read in the papers, but it seems to me Elin is a case study in learning to trust.


I don’t know about you, but the whole Tiger Woods affair has generated a lot of conversation in our house. Most of it has centered around the idea that if she were Elin, Gwen would have swung something sharper than a nine-iron, and it wouldn’t have been aimed at the car. I totally understand that feeling. Tiger’s philandering was way over the top, just shredding his marriage vows. He has some serious problems, obviously, and it’s a good thing that he’s getting help for them.  


But I’m more interested in what path his wife will ultimately choose. Tiger’s dramatic public statement on Feb. 19 included this: “As Elin pointed out to me, my real apology to her will not come in the form of words; it will come from my behavior over time.” And there, I think, is where this drama of trust and mistrust will play out. It has been said, “You can’t talk your way out of a problem you behaved your way into.” If Elin is ever going to trust Tiger again, he’s going to have to earn that trust.


Ladies, would you give him the chance? Men, do you think he can do it?


As I said, that’s the piece of this sordid drama that interests me. Because it demonstrates our human weakness as we try to be good people. We try to be trustworthy; we fall down on the job. We try to trust the people we love most; we don’t always get all the way there. And even if we accept that God is fully worthy of our trust, we have to work to trust God deeply enough that we can truly be called Christ’s disciples.


“I know my own and my own know me,” Jesus says in this little speech about shepherds and sheep. It’s a funny thing about sheep. Cows are fickle, but sheep really bond with their shepherds. Barbara Brown Taylor says that in the Middle East, you can sometimes see three or four Bedouin shepherds and their flocks all arrive at a watering hole at the same time. The sheep get all mixed up as they drink, until the three or four separate flocks have merged into one big mega-flock. 

But when it’s time to go, each shepherd gives his own distinctive whistle or sings his own unique little song, and right away his sheep leave the others behind, form back into their own flock, and follow the shepherd they’ve come to trust. 

Jesus calls us o’er the tumult. Keep listening.

Amen.

