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Psalm 23 
John 10:1-10    THE SHEPHERD’S VOICE 

I will refer to her as Arlene.  She was a delightful older woman who was part of the first 
congregation I served years ago.  She lived by herself in a small house a few blocks away from 
the church and she wanted to keep living there for the rest of her life.  She had no family other 
than her congregation.  Gradually, as her needs increased, she began to accept some help from 
her church family with shopping and keeping up with her finances.  The latter was needed 
because Arlene’s short-term memory was slipping, but her long-term memory was strong.  This 
ninety-something year old loved to play Scrabble with those who visited her and she would 
generally play them right under the table.  As one of her pastors, I greatly enjoyed visiting her in 
her home.  I would hear some of the same stories occasionally, but nonetheless, she was doing 
alright in her home until she had to go to the hospital.  After her needed surgery, she was 
somewhat confused and her short-term memory had declined further.  If she was to go back to 
her house, we knew she would need someone staying with her, so one of our members 
interviewed and hired a good and kind caretaker.     

The first night she was back home with her caretaker present, Arlene forgot that the caretaker 
was supposed to be there, and she locked herself in the bathroom because a ‘stranger’ was in her 
house.  The caretaker was worried that Arlene was in such a frightened state that she would wear 
herself out to the point that she might fall and hurt herself.  She couldn’t convince her to unlock 
the door.  A familiar voice was needed.  So I got a call asking me to go over and try to calm her 
down and coax Arlene into unlocking the bathroom door.  When I arrived, I spoke to her through 
the door, encouraging her to unlock it and come out.  I told her what had been set up for the care 
that she needed and that it was only her friends who were in the house.  She said, “It sounds like 
your voice, pastor, but how do I know that it is you?”  So I told her that I would go outside where 
she could see me through the bathroom window, and then she would know she could unlock the 
door and come out.  It was already dark, but I hoped that the light from the bathroom would 
illumine my face enough for her to see who I was.   

Unfortunately, the thirty seconds it took for me to go outside and gently knock on the window 
was long enough for Arlene to forget that I was going to do that.  And I startled her enough that 
she picked up a mop and started jabbing it toward the window.  Poor Arlene, she was even more 
frightened than she was before - not only was there some ‘stranger’ in her house, now there was 
someone else, perhaps a peeping Tom, just outside her window.  

It is a great privilege to be given the role of being a pastor for those who make up a 
congregation.  The word ‘pastor’ derives from a Latin word which means shepherd.  We pastors 
try to offer guidance and care similar to what a shepherd does for sheep.  We want our ‘voice’ 
recognized as someone who is trustworthy in such things.  Sometimes that goes smoothly, 
sometimes not so much.      

None of the gospel accounts give a description of what Jesus’ voice sounded like.  I imagine that 
it was not shrill, gruff, or monotonous, but we can only imagine what his voice really sounded 
like.  What we hear Jesus say in John’s Gospel about his voice is that his sheep follow him 
because they recognize his voice.  Many animals do have a capacity to recognize particular 



voices. 

We have a clock in our home that has a different bird call on each hour.  Our dog, Sophie, 
typically gets fed at 3:00 in the afternoon when one of the kids gets home from school.  At the 
time when she gets fed, it would when the blue jay’s call would sound forth from the clock.  
When Sophie hears the American Robin at 1:00 or the Northern Mockingbird at 2:00, she does 
not take note.  But she has gotten where she recognizes the blue jay’s voice, if you will, and if no 
one has yet gone to her food bin to put her supper in her bowl, she reminds us that the blue jay 
has spoken and it is time.     

Sheep are not considered to be very brilliant animals, and yet, even when members of more than 
one flock are kept in a common sheepfold, each flock learns to recognize the voice of its 
shepherd.  That voice is associated with the assurance that the flock will be led to green pastures 
and still waters.  That voice will give them guidance to keep them together on the right paths, a 
voice associated with a shepherd who provides needed sustenance and protection.  Jesus was 
concerned that certain ‘shepherds’ or leaders were not interested in the well-being of their sheep.  
But his voice was absolutely trustworthy. 

Of course, not everyone is pleased to be compared to being a sheep.  Today’s Post had a story 
that those who pay attention to the Chinese zodiac may try to change when they would give birth 
to a child because the Year of the Sheep begins in just over nine months.  Those born in sheep 
years are thought of as passive, loyal, generous, and kind, virtues that may be wonderful in an 
ideal world, but not so useful in the dog-eat-dog real world. 1 Jesus tells us that it is not so bad 
being thought of as sheep when we recognize him as our shepherd.     

Returning to the story about Arlene’s situation – that night, it took a while, but she finally 
unlocked the bathroom door.  I think the familiarity of my voice was part of what enabled her to 
trust enough to turn the latch, but in my case, it may have also been that I promised her that if 
she unlocked the door, I would come by the next day for a game of Scrabble.  When I came back, 
I didn’t bring a shepherd’s rod or staff – I brought a screw driver to take off the latch that was on 
the bathroom door.  It’s a good thing I wasn’t the one who wrote the description of the 
shepherd’s tools in the 23rd Psalm, and it is a better thing that the church has a providential guide 
and protector who is a better shepherd than any pastor.       

But you and I still have some kind of latch that we can use to try to keep our much better 
shepherd locked out.  We can get ourselves so worked up, sometimes we are so frightened that 
we are likely to hurt ourselves and we particularly need to let our shepherd in.  At times our 
short-term or long-term memory seem to fail us as we act as if our Lord and shepherd has been 
less than reliable in providing for us and in guiding us in the past.  There are times we think we 
should just stay  put instead of going where our good shepherd leads.  In a dog-eat-dog world, we 
may be concerned that there is not only a year of the sheep, but year after year, a life of the sheep 
for us.  But when we follow our Lord Jesus as our shepherd, then surely goodness and mercy will 
follow us all the days of our life and we can delight that we can live not just in our own little 
house, but in the house of the Lord our whole life long.          

1  http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/chinese-couples-rush-to-get-pregnant-
before-dreaded-year-of-the-sheep/2014/05/08/e9f4adbc-d529-11e3-8a78-
8fe50322a72c_story.html 


