
 

1 

Sermons 
from Northwood United Church 

 

"Hired hand or Shepherd?" 

John 10:11-18 

Will Sparks               April 26, 2015 

 

 Holy One, we have heard and remember the promise: where two or three are gathered in 

the name of your love, indeed your love is here. May the words of my mouth, the meditations of 

our hearts, and the actions of our lives rise from and express your love at the heart of it all. 

Amen. 

 I heard a story this week about a minister who took her young child, Eleanor, to the 

swimming pool when she was seven months old. This little one loved that little shallow splash 

pool so much that she lunged for the water when it was time to leave. Well in the locker room 

after swimming one time, she put her daughter down on a bench and reached for her diaper bag. 

In that split second, the daughter rolled over and flopped onto the hard concrete floor. She heard 

that sound as the little one's check hit the cement, and like lightening, she scooped her up and 

pressed her to her own body. Immediately adrenaline flooded her body and she raced out of the 

locker room with her naked little one in her arms, yelling- complete panic. 

 Well, three well-intentioned people stopped to offer assistance. The first woman, as she 

walked by on the way out of the locker room, rambled on with advice about putting a rice pack 

on Eleanor’s cheek. She couldn’t take in her story, nor could wait for the woman to stop talking. 

A second woman calmly introduced herself as a doctor, looked at Eleanor’s face and skin, and 

explained the signs of concussion. This helped somewhat. I mean, the daughter didn’t have a 

brain injury, but by the time she finished connecting with her (and “connecting” is the key word 

here), Eleanor was no longer crying. The third one arrived as she waited for her husband to 

appear from the men’s locker room. This man approached her and asked if he could pray for 

them. She blurted out, “No! I’m a pastor,” and clutched her daughter even more tightly. 

 That's a funny response eh? Stress will make us say the darnedest things. “I’m a pastor. I 

can pray for myself, thank you. Now, bug off!” To be fair, this panicky response was clearly 

related to being a first-time, older, sleep-deprived mother of a baby who had spent weeks in the 

NICU. It would be not be her typical response to an offer of prayer. Fair enough. 

 Yet, truth be told, there are times when I'd like to say, “No, thank you, keep your prayers 

to yourself.” Perhaps this sounds scandalous coming from a minister, but in truth, there are times 

I'd rather someone kept their prayers to themselves.  Too often Christians use prayer in such a 

way that it feels like an imposition, a thing too easily offered, becomes something other than 

prayer. You see the deep and authentic significance of prayer, the thing that makes it the true and 

deep and profound practice that it is has to do with prayer as a genuine effort to be in 

communion- communion with God and with the soul of another's life; when we pray together we 

commune with God, and therefore, we commune with one another. Prayer offered separate and 

apart from a genuine attempt to know the person and connect- commune, can feel cheap at best, 

offensive at worst. 

 At a recent pastoral care and hospitality team meeting we talked about prayer with people 

in times of grief, loss, crisis, and vulnerability and the consensus was that it can be pretty 

awkward. It can be hard because it is so vulnerable. But it seems to me it depends on why we 

feel we ought to pray, why we are compelled to pray. Is it because of our own discomfort with 

their pain- fill the air because it is hanging too low- lighten the situation up with a touch of God? 

Are we trying to put some distance between us and them by appealing to God to just step in and 
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fix things? Are we treating prayer as a kind of bandaid and the most significant change made in 

offering the prayer is that we feel good about doing it? 

 And part of it is that we don't know the situation well enough to know what to pray. In a 

situation in which someone shares their story of illness and loss in a genuine way that reveals the 

struggle to live with grace and hope even when it feels alone it is so easy for prayer to feel glib 

and inauthentic, an imposition rather than authentic communion with God and with the person. 

There are times when prayer does not invite us into communion with the one suffering in our 

midst but rather puts some distance there. It can pull us away from relationship. And that is 

precisely the crux of the matter. When prayer is courageous, does not draw back but rather draws 

us into relationship, into communion, gives voice to the depth of the struggle, the dilemmas, the 

genuine situation. 

 Jesus says, I am the good shepherd. I'm not a hired hand who is not connected to his 

sheep. I would lay down my life for my sheep. And he says, I know my sheep and my sheep 

know me. And I have to say that with any spiritual leader or teacher I have ever been attracted to 

and wanted to emulate, the factor that makes all the difference for me is the degree to which 

there is a desire for connection, the degree to which leadership is rooted in genuine knowing. The 

difference Jesus is pointing to between the hired hand and the shepherd is how connected they 

are, how intertwined are they.  

 This morning we have focussed on aspects of pastoral care and hospitality here at 

Northwood. And Lynn talked about the importance of these parts of our life. And this part of our 

ministry is only significant if it is rooted in that desire to know one another, to be in communion 

with one another, and therefore with God. This is not just part of a program, but it is part of the 

fabric of our life. Every phone call we make, every visit, every event, ever prayer offered needs 

to be rooted in the desire for authentic relationship- knowing. For the soul longs for communion, 

for relationship, to know and be known. And the wise soul sniffs out inauthentic relationship, the 

hired hand, in a minute. The wise soul comes to rest in places and communities of genuine 

knowing, genuine relationship.  

 **** Saskatoon Story**** 

 As Theresa Latini said in her recent blog post, "I suppose I’d like Christians to be bold 

enough to say something like this: “Please do not pray for me until you have first walked with 

me. Know me. Hear the depths of my fear or anguish or whatever it might be and let it affect 

you. Then let us bring our (not just my) most profound needs vulnerably before God. Please do 

not try to escape that vulnerability. Because if you do, you have left me, and that is not prayer. 

Nor is it communion with God through Christ by the Spirit. And if you have no words, that is 

okay, more than okay, in fact. It’s an invitation to sit with me in the awfulness of my 

predicament and to silently wait upon God together.” 

 I don't ever want people to feel like I have done something to them when I have prayed 

with them. But rather, I want it to be a communion of souls, a coming together, a deepening in 

God, and intimate connection. And that is where pastoral care, hospitality, beloved community, 

worship all come together. We are not hired prayers. We are followers of a Shepherd who knows 

us. Together, we wait upon God. Amen 

 


