The Good Shepherd — Easter 4 2009 3rd May Robert hes

Of all the images used to picture Jesus, the metagtthe good shepherd is the most
well known and best loved. In the first few cenggriof the church’s life, when
Christians painted pictures of Jesus, the imagg plaénted most frequently was of
Christ as a shepherd. Whether you live in the Midglhst, where Bedouin shepherds
still roam the countryside, or if you come from swhere like Wales — where there
are many more sheep than there are people — e\Bglgium, where sheep are a very
small part of the agricultural economy — the imafgehe good shepherd, leading,
guiding and caring for the sheep still speaks pavigrto us today.

| wonder of you have ever noticed just how manyhef great Old Testament leaders
started out as shepherds? Abraham kept flocks ed¢psin the ancient city of Ur.
Moses was responsible for his father-in-law Jethstieep. David was a shepherd boy
before he was selected to be king of Israel. It @sakou think, how different the
world might be today if our political leaders s&attout with experience down on the
farm rather than in law school!

Throughout the Old Testament, the prophets lookeddrd to a leader who would be
the good and true shepherd of their people. “Hdl $wd his flock like a shepherd,
and he shall gently lead those that are with youngites Isaiah. So when Jesus says:
"l am the good shepherd" he addresses 1000 yeapefand expectation. And those
listening to him must have been thrilled that timight, at last, be the shepherd king
who would lead his people in the ways of justicd paace.

The gospel reading for today is well known to s ¢joing to pick out from it three
verses that we can reflect on together. If youf@ltewing in your Bible they are John
11 verses 14, 15 and 16. We begin with verse 1dmi‘the good shepherd, | know my
sheep and my sheep know me, just as the Fatherskmanand | know the Father.”

It is an image of intimacy, between the Father desus, and between Jesus and his
sheep. Behind it, lies the wonderful scene depiateBsalm 23: “The Lord is my
shepherd, therefore can I lack nothing. He makesontie down in green pastures; he
leads me beside still waters, he restores my s@lil.bf us from time to time need
that sense of spiritual refreshment. We need tbthe¢ we matter to God, and that
there is someone watching out for us and taking oaus.

Actually, even in modern secular Europe, | thinkttmost people still do have that
sense that somewhere out there is a god who iupside. Most people, when the
bad times come, cry out in prayer to god whom theleve is out there someplace.
But fewer people today have a sense of intimacycdoseness with God. Sadly, not
SO0 many people experience the presence of God aitlieeir own personal spiritual

lives or in the institution of the church. God t8l & cultural memory but rather less a
living reality.

When Jesus says “I am the good shepherd” he spsakpresent, personal friend. He
is the personal God, the shepherd who knows eatlisagheep by name. He offers
the same intimacy with each of us, as he knows igHather.



I went cycling on Friday around the Flemish townD¥ndermonde, and along the
banks of the Shelde there was a flock of sheep lamibs enjoying the spring
sunshine, munching their way through the thick graBhey were a picture of
contentment. Of course, we are not sheep; we areahuadults with all the
responsibilities that entails. And we can't enjdatt sense of ignorant bliss that
belongs to the sheep in the fields. But I'm sura Hot the only one who feels that
modern life has become more stressed than it shoelldAnd perhaps if we could
know and experience more deeply the shepherd’stharefor us - well even if our
anxieties and stresses won’t disappear — they culeast be given a better sense of
proportion. It has certainly been my experiencat thwe are in relationship with
God, the good things in life take on extra mearand lustre, whilst the bad things
become easier to bear.

| love to hear the stories and testimonies of thfsewhom the sense of the
shepherdly care of God is strong. | was talking theek to a Rwandan lady. She is
someone that few of us here will know, but she gaeepermission to tell her story.
In 1994 she was attacked in her home by men wiglthachetes. She lost her home
and nearly all her possessions. She was luck tapeswith her life. She fled and
eventually, several years later, found her way étglBim. She now lives in Brussels.
In many respects things are still very difficult feer. | asked her what was the secret
of her spiritual life. She told me that there am® tthings. Firstly, she said, | give
thanks to God. | thank him for my life. | thank htimat he has made me in his image.
| thank him that he cares for me. And then secqnidsk him to give me peace. If
you have peace, inner peace, you can cope withiaigyelse. She is someone who
could say from her own experience: “yes, even thougialk through the valley of
the shadow of death you are with me, your rod and gtaff they comfort me.”

Secondly, verse 15 “I lay down my life for the spieeNot all shepherds are good.
What makes Jesus the good shepherd is that helys/éfe to save his sheep. When
the wild animals come and threaten the sheep, dbd ghepherd stands between the
source of danger and the flock. By contrast, the sfeepherd puts his own welfare
ahead of that of the sheep. The bad shepherd waiesy for himself.

Jesus is speaking here of his death on the crosk,tras is St. John's way of
expressing one of the core affirmations of the §tfamn faith: “Christ died for our
sins.” St. John doesn’t give us the sophisticatectrthe of the atonement we find in
St. Paul. Instead John puts it very simply. Thedgslepherd lays down his life for
his sheep. The shepherd takes upon himself thetatewould otherwise befall the
sheep. He faces suffering and death on their bahdlin their place.

The principle is of wider application. Bad sheplseate those who put their own
interests ahead of those for whom they are resplensbood shepherds sacrifice their
own prospects if the wellbeing of the sheep isdteeed. This applies in the church; it
applies in family life; it applies in business lifeecently, we've seen some notorious
example of bad shepherds, of senior business kadeo when trouble has come
have been only to willing to flee with large penmsorather than to face up to and
accept responsibility. And for all of us in any i of responsibility the true test of
our character is when we are faced with a choideem\a predator comes to the door,
be it a wolf, or a lion, or a bear, how do we ragid Do we look to our own prospects
and position, or do we care first of all for thelfaee of those for whom we are
responsible? “The good shepherd lays down higdif¢he sheep”.



Thirdly, verse 16: “I have other sheep that areaidhis sheep pen. | must bring them
also.” Jesus is not content with rescuing the cirggoup of sheep from the danger
they face. He going to enlarge the group very a®erably by bringing in a whole lot
of very different sheep.

The original sheep are the people of Israel. Buthasprophets had always hinted,
God’s purposes do not come to an end with the matib Israel itself. In the
immediate context, Jesus is probably referrindneoSamaritans. These were a people,
ethnically similar to the Jews but worshipping Gatl Mount Gerizim not in
Jerusalem. Rivalries between the Jews and the 8ansawent back many centuries,
and a good Jew would take great pains to avoidelirag through Samaria and
coming into contact with them. For a righteous J#we, idea of sharing the same
sheepfold with a Samaritan was an alarming prospect

Beyond the Samaritans are the Gentiles, people Ui&e Very soon after the

resurrection the gospel was preached beyond traetsoof Israel to the Greeks and
the Gentiles on the fringes of the synagogues®fldwish diaspora. They too, would
be welcomed into the care of the Good Shepherdy Td®would have a place in the
one fold. And conventional Israelite religion wasgkly disrupted to accommodate
them.

And Jesus words remain intriguing and irritatingerevtoday. If Jesus is our good
shepherd, yet he is not a shepherd we can keeprselees. He is always prompting
us to think about the sheep who are in other slétpfWe can never rest in the
comfortable position of enjoying only the compariysbeep who are like us. That is a
challenge in a diverse church like Holy Trinity its different congregations, where
it is always so much easier to enjoy the compangewiple of our own age, our own
ethnic background, our own tradition, then it isr¢@ach out in fellowship across the
communication barriers to those who from diffedeatkgrounds from ourselves.

The message of Jesus can never be confined tonpespeople or culture. Over this
last month, we have been focussing on the worluofssion partners, mission east.
They work in eastern europe, in Afghanistan, Nepahongst people with cultures
often very different from our own culture. And wellvibe hearing a little about their

work a bit later on in our service. The promisedstael are made for sharing. The
good news of Jesus is something we simply cannep ke ourselves. Which is why

Christianity is inherently a missionary religion‘l:have other sheep that are not of
this sheep pen. | must bring them also.”

To conclude: Jesus said, “I am the Good Shephétd.tomes to lead his people to
green pasture, to guide and protect us, to hoid afl the trials of life, even through
the valley of the shadow of death itself. We knoim lio be thegood shepherd
because he has laid down his life for his sheepl Wais the shepherd whose concern
extends not merely to the sheep who belong to timehfold, but to those of other
communities, cultures and traditions. He is an sk shepherd with an inclusive
care for the sheep.



And so when Jesus declares himself to be the dgogpoherd, he surely exceeds what
the Old Testament prophets could have hoped fary Tdoked for a new government,
a just and wise shepherd-king for the people aelsBut Jesus reveals himself as the
good shepherd in a much deeper and broader wayephsrd who is deeply and
lovingly concerned for each of us his people. Apsteed who sacrifices himself for
his people. Who knows each of us by name, who fesds the rich pastures that
make for eternal life. A shepherd whose unboundmttern is not limited to the
house of Israel but who seeks out his sheep inydaad and culture. It is to the care

of that great good shepherd that we commend owseind those whom we love
today.



