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Have you ever thought about the word “pastor”? What is your understanding of the 

meaning of that word? Is it a word that somebody made up one time to refer to people who stand 

up in front of congregations on Sunday mornings and pray prayers, announce announcements, 

read Scripture, give sermons and then shake hands with everybody afterwards? 

“Pastor” actually has its roots in Latin and is a synonym for “shepherd.” The image of 

Jesus as a shepherd, which is so sharply presented in today’s passage from John, made a very 

deep impression on the early church, to the point that church leaders were considered shepherds 

of their congregations and thus we became “pastors.” 

Even though there are many other references to Jesus as a “shepherd” in the Gospels, 

today’s is maybe the most direct and also underscores the key objective of any shepherd: protect 

the flock. The scene is not a beautiful grassy pasture on a gloriously sunlit day. The scene is a 

pen, the enclosure where sheep are kept at night, in no small part to protect them from predators. 

What does Jesus the shepherd do for the flock in this passage? Jesus keeps the flock safe. 

That aspect of shepherding really shapes the church’s understanding of the role of a 

pastor and it is underlined for us every step of the way in seminary and in every seminar or 

continuing education class we take for the rest of our careers. Your first obligation as a pastor to 

your congregation is keep them safe to the best of your ability. Most of the time that refers to 

spiritual safety. It means preaching with integrity and not simply spouting off about your 
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personal opinions. It means providing the best care you can for those who are enduring personal 

crises or grieving the loss of a loved one. It means not inflicting your personal drama upon them. 

If nothing else, just like doctors, do no harm. 

The rise of the COVID-19 crisis, however, cast that role of safekeeping in a new and 

different light. The act of calling you together to worship on Sunday, among the most basic and 

usually unquestionable of pastoral functions, suddenly carried with it the risk of doing you harm, 

perhaps deadly harm. For most of us pastors, that touched off a major internal crisis. How can we 

pastor our flocks if our flocks cannot gather together? 

There seems to be a lot of debate going on about whether federal, state or local 

governments have the authority to ban worship gatherings in order to fight the virus. I’m not 

going to comment on that debate, although I have some very strong feelings about it. 

For me, all I can do is fall back on my understanding of the first job of a pastoral leader, 

indeed the first job of any leader. It is my sworn obligation to do all that I can to keep you safe. 

For me, there was no debate. There was no possible decision other than to suspend live worship. 

Because of some other very talented folks working with me, we are able to offer these virtual 

worship services. It’s not the same as live worship but it’s the best substitute possible under the 

circumstances. 

But “keeping you safe” is about more than the passive act of not holding live worship. 

“Keeping you safe” also includes recognition of the hardship and the trauma that so many people 

in this congregation and all over the world are experiencing. That is why there is one word that 

you will hear every week from me for at least as long as the pandemic lasts and that is “hope.” 

Maintaining your hope, a hope based on the Gospel and not on my personal observations, is an 
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essential ingredient in keeping you safe. And once we are back together in our sanctuary again, 

as we will be, preaching hope will be a mainstay for my sermons. Offering you the best pastoral 

care I can in the aftermath of the pandemic will be an important part of keeping you safe. Even 

once the curve has flattened, widespread testing is available and, ultimately, a reliable vaccine 

can be administered, we will all be dealing with the effects of this pandemic. 

I am here for you. Your church is here for you. Just as you are here for me and for your 

church. We are all pastors now. We are all shepherds now. We are all here to keep each other 

safe. We are Westminster. We will be safe. We will survive. We gather together again in Jesus’ 

name very very soon. 


