
Reflection - Caring for each other – Sarah Penfold 
 

Genesis 1: 26-31 
John 21: 15-17 

 
I wanted to start by telling you a story. In the early weeks of lockdown a friend 
phoned to tell me that her mother, who is 90 and has dementia, had been 
taken to Heartlands with the Covid virus and she was asking me and another 
friend to pray for her.  About 10 days later she phoned again, in tears, and I 
began scraping my brain for some suitable pastoral things to say when she 
started to talk. ‘I’m crying’ she said, ‘because I have been talking to so many 
lovely people. And to tell you that those prayers really worked.’ It turned out 
that her Mum, Ann, had recovered and the lovely people were the discharge 
nurse at Heartlands and staff at both the home where Ann had been living  and 
the home to which she was being discharged.  
 
So why tell you that story? Of course, it is good news, but it is not exceptional. 
It does however serve as an illustration of many different ways of caring. My 
friend cares for Ann, because she is her mother, she cares in a practical and an 
emotional way, through love and duty. The two of us who have been praying 
care about an elderly woman for whom we have respect but are never likely to 
perform any physical services. 
 
The hospital cared in a clinical way and treated Ann for the virus and its 
symptoms. It was the staff at Ann’s new home who cared enough to persist in 
encouraging an elderly woman to start eating and regain some of her strength.  
The ‘lovely people’ who made my friend cry had all gone the extra mile in 
explaining what would happen, and when, and showing their awareness that 
this was a person and not just a name. One of them had not even met Ann at 
this time. 
 
Apologies for that long story. But we increasingly hear the word ‘carer’ as a 
noun, sometimes used in an almost divisive way, either you are a ‘carer’ or you 
are not. I wanted to open it back up and emphasise the idea of caring as a verb 
- something we do. Not because I don’t have a great respect for carers, I do. 
But because in making caring the profession that it deserves to be we lose the 
dimension of caring as something that we all can be involved in in a variety of 
different ways.  
The readings that I have picked for tonight may have initially surprised you. 
They form sort of literary bookends to the story of Israel and its God. They are 



both familiar and refer to caring in that broad way that I want us to think of the 
word. In Genesis we read of God caring for man and commissioning him to 
care for the earth. In John of the way in which Peter was commissioned to 
grow the church – feed my sheep - not for one moment did he or we think that 
he was literally being told to give fodder to animals. Feed here means to care, 
to nurture, to allow to grow. 
 
Over the past 15 weeks we have as a parish sharpened up our pastoral care. 
We have tried to have weekly contact with everyone.  Our role to keep in 
touch and to try to solve any difficulties that people might have, and to pray 
for the people on our individual lists. From those calls and others that I have 
made I have been constantly reminded of the many different ways in which we 
care for others. The lockdown has heightened awareness of all the things that 
people do for others both within the parish and further afield.  
 
Although we have been willing to deal with practical issues, and have done so 
in some cases, it has become clear that the real value in our contact has been 
in the raising of spirits, in spreading the message that we are worried about 
our members of our church. New friendships have been formed which will be 
cemented once it is allowable to visit for coffee - even when it is raining, and 
will continue into the future. I am unashamed that last week I sought 
gardening advice from one of the people on my list and received unsolicited 
reassurance from another about how to make face masks.  One lady was 
anxious to know the name of the person who has been delivering her parish 
information each week and told me delightedly that she had been able to 
shout her thanks to him one morning. In addition the unofficial networks have 
been even busier with people contacting each other. Caring is not a one-way 
street.  
 
One feature of the news in recent months has been hearing about the 
imaginative ways in which people have set out to help others, others that they 
have never met and are unlikely ever to meet. We all read of Captain Tom 
setting out to raise a modest £1,000 to give to NHS charities and finding that 
he had raised millions. Not all initiatives received so much publicity but older 
people frightened to go out have been the recipients of food parcels through 
local neighbourliness as well as from official schemes.  
 
We can be proud as a parish of the support that is given and continues to be to 
the foodbank, through donations of food, money and the making of cloth bags 
for the banks clients to carry food home. People have made scrub bags, masks, 



knitted dolls and already I am being asked about this year’s gift tree. The 
question is never will we? But when will it be? All these are signs of our care 
for others within our local area, many of whom we will never meet and may be 
of different nationality, ethnicity or religion.  
 
During lockdown we have managed to collect sufficient donations to twin all 
the toilets in Church House and St Johns with other toilets across the world. 
This allows people to have proper sanitation and the explanation of why it is so 
important. This reduces levels of sickness and death of young children.  It is all 
part of our commitment as Christians to look after others – to ‘feed my sheep’. 
In Lent we began to look at the creation story and how our actions affect the 
planet and life here. Our weekly groups were cut short by lockdown but we 
had already begun to explore the scale of influence that the actions of people 
have on weather, wild life, and the way people are able to live. Thinking about 
the use of water and plastics have led us to toilet twinning and cloth bags for 
the foodbank.  God created man ‘in his image’. When the Genesis passage talks 
of having dominion over the earth, we need to think more of man as a sort of 
land agent using the resources and consolidating for the future, and less  of the 
earth as a sort of holiday camp where we can have a good time and leave 
someone else to clear up afterwards. When we care for our planet we are 
caring for all the people of the world now and for future generations. 
 
We all have a role to play in caring. For our family and friends, for people on 
the other side of the planet, for people not yet born. There are so many ways 
in which we can do this, keeping in contact, little tasks, loyalty to businesses 
and organisations, financial support and consideration of the effect of our own 
actions.  
 
Caring for others is not prescriptive. There is no one size fits all. We need to be 
aware of individual circumstances, to listen to what people are really saying, to 
understand that a little help given here today may turn into help received 
somewhere else tomorrow.  
 


