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Sermon – “I am a Sheep and that’s OK” - 5-12-2019  

Pause and reflect…on the Good Shepherd whose voice is heard in many ways. Amen 

Following worship one Sunday morning a concerned member of one 

congregation approached his pastor and said; "Pastor, this church has been insulting 

me for years, and I didn’t know it until this week." The stunned pastor replied, "What 

on earth do you mean?" "Well," said the man, every Sunday morning the call to worship 

in this church ends with the words, 'We are God’s people and the Sheep of God’s 

pasture.”  He also said; “I have heard ministers over the years call the congregation, 

‘God's flock.'  Then this past week I visited a large stockyard where I discovered that 

sheep are just about the dumbest animals God ever created. Why, they are so stupid that 

they even follow one another compliantly into the slaughterhouse. Even pigs are smarter 

than sheep, and I would certainly be angry if my church called me a pig' every Sunday 

morning.  So I'm not at all sure I want to come to church and be called a sheep' any 

longer...even God's sheep'." 
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This man seems to have a point, yet whether we like it or not, the sheep reference 

is there throughout scripture and in a couple of our readings this morning. We are called 

"God's sheep."  This morning we read one of the favorite psalms of many people, the 

23rd Psalm, and it begins by saying, "The Lord is my shepherd..." And if "the Lord is my 

shepherd," then I am one of the Lord's sheep.  Long before Christ, the prophet Isaiah 

said: "All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way, and the 

Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all." (Isaiah 53:6)  We have this pastoral imagery 

of being “sheep” of the Good Shepherd. One of the symbols of the office of bishop 

throughout the centuries has been the shepherd's crook, that long staff with a hook on 

the end using the imagery of being guided by the Good Shepherd even through the 

difficult times we have been called the “Sheep of God.” 

May is Mental Health Awareness Month where the stigma of mental illness can 

be addressed.  Mental Illness is something many don’t like to talk about; most people 

are more open to talking about physiological issues regarding one’s physical health and 

latest diagnosis.  It seems that most would rather talk about cancer than depression, 

anxiety, schizophrenia and any of the bipolar disorders.  I saw a story on the national 

news yesterday after returning from the Synod Assembly where a young woman was 

interviewed whose mother leaped to her death off the Coronado Bridge with her 

daughter in her arms.  The daughter survived but her mother didn’t.  Those of you who 

have been around this beautiful city may remember this story that is more than 32 years 

old.   

“It’s one thing to know your mom committed suicide by jumping off the San 

Diego-Coronado Bridge Bertha Loaiza stated. It’s another to know she took you with 



Page 3 of 5 
 

her.” Bertha Loaiza survived that 246-foot-plunge more than 32 years ago; she was 3-

years old. The media called her a “miracle,” the first person ever to go over the side and 

live. The emotional wounds are still healing all these years later. Officials surmised that 

her mother had taken the brunt of the fall, shielding her daughter by hitting the water 

first. They also said, after a coroner’s investigation, that Bertha’s mother had been 

suffering from depression and was going through major life-changes related to the 

divorce from her husband. There was a business card of a therapist found in her car 

which was abandoned on the bridge, so it seems she was considering other options. 

Bertha didn’t find out what happened to her or her mother until she was doing 

some research for school when she was 17 years old, her family never talked about it.  

This survivor is now an advocate for suicide prevention and breaking down the stigma of 

mental illness in the Latino community and society as a whole, especially those who see 

depression and other symptoms of mental distress as a sign of weakness.  This woman is 

stepping out and addressing issues which are not only uncomfortable but distressing as 

she encourages people to discuss feelings they normally keep inside.  She also seems to 

encourage people to listen to one another and get beyond the stigma which is often 

covered up with a false pride, which seems to be a matter of life and death, and a very 

deep dark valley.  

As we heard the words of Psalm 23: “Even though I walk through the darkest 

valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff— they comfort me.” 

The man in our opening story was offended by being compared to sheep, but he seemed 

to miss one of the important factors involved in this metaphor; that there is a “Good 

Shepherd” who guides the sheep – calling each of us by name, guiding us when we walk 
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through the darkest valleys of life.  The voice of the “Good Shepherd” calls us and 

comforts us even when we stray into pastures that are not as green as hoped for or filled 

with difficult circumstances. The voice of the Good Shepherd promises us that we are 

not alone in the dark valleys even when we feel like Bertha’s mom.  

The Synod Assembly was incredible – we had two amazing people from this 

congregation attend again this year – important stuff was done – the business of the 

church happened but also the business of faith.  We were given resources to encourage 

us to grow spiritually and increase the depth of our relationships with each other.  

Centering around the theme:  “Oh Lord, Open my Ears: Listening for God While 

Listening to Others” we heard about what it means to share life stories with one another 

but mainly we were encouraged to grow in our own listening skills.  So often we can get 

lost or distracted by the details and difficulties of life that we are unable to listen to 

those close to us and those with whom we may struggle.  The biggest distraction to 

listening to others effectively seems to be one’s own baggage of anxiety and fear.  When 

the focus shifts from self to others, effective listening happens.   

When we listen with our hearts and not stuck in our heads thinking of what to 

say, we are sharing God with each other, this is true compassion.  True compassion is 

not about our agenda for the other person, or our anxiety about what they are saying, or 

what we think we should say.  True compassion is about meeting people where they are 

at and listening with them rather than trying to solve their problems out of our anxiety.  

True compassion is about hearing the difficult things being said even if these things go 

against what one believes.  Breaking the stigma of mental illness is about seeing the 

person first, not a diagnosis. One may have Schizophrenia but they aren’t Schizophrenic. 
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Yes, we are compared to “sheep” a lot throughout scripture but we also hear the 

promised voice of the Good Shepherd who guides us through the valleys of life, the ups 

and downs as a family of God.  So I would like to end today by doing something similar 

to what we did at the Synod Assembly. So, start by tapping on your chest 6 times and 

then we will add these words: “I am a sheep and that’s ok” Amen! 

The Rev. Dr. Brian K. Oltman  
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