The Lord is My Shepherd
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Jesus the Good Shepherd who knows the flock, knows each one of the sheep personally by name; Jesus the Good Shepherd who tends every sheep perfectly, anticipating ahead of time what sheep need; Jesus the Good Shepherd who seeks the sheep who’ve wandered and gotten lost, patiently, diligently and with unwavering determination seeks till the lost wanderers are found and tenderly led home to green pasture and safety; Jesus the Good Shepherd:  it’s a beautiful, warm and comforting metaphor which speaks poetically a grand truth.  And the grand truth contained in this metaphor, it’s one we need so much to know, that the Almighty who created is still creating, still intimately involved, knowing us by name, anticipating and providing what we need, never abandoning us wanderers, but ever seeking, finding, tenderly leading us back home to the shepherd’s pasture where we belong.


It’s a beautiful, warm and comforting metaphor which speaks a beautiful, warm and comforting truth about God.  But, this metaphor also speaks a truth about us, doesn’t it?

We human beings can be likened to sheep in that no more than sheep can we survive solely by our own devises; we aren’t and can’t be self-sufficient.  Not just when we’re babies but our whole life long we need nurture beyond self-care, and wisdom beyond the limits of our own thinking.  And we certainly need external guidance beyond our own internal compass because lots of times we don’t know which way to go.  We may know where we want to go, but we surely get confused about how to get there.


So, we need love, and we look for love, but frequently in all the wrong places.  And we need wisdom, but frequently we mistake glitter and hyperbole for smart.  And we look for guidance, but frequently we vest ourselves in leaders who let us down.  Thus John the gospel writer calls out to us:  “Listen up, human sheep.  You want love which truly nurtures, anticipates your needs and provides; you want wisdom in which to anchor your life; you want a trustworthy leader who’ll never let you down – give your heart to Jesus, follow Jesus the Good Shepherd.”  
Jesus the Good Shepherd:  it’s a beautiful, warm and comforting metaphor.  It reassures our hearts and stabilizes our lives, this beautiful, warm and comforting truth about how it is with God and us, the same truth sung so gloriously by the psalmist:  “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”

Jesus the Good Shepherd:  it’s a beautiful, warm and comforting metaphor which tells us how it really is with God and us.  However, we mustn’t fool ourselves into thinking that this metaphor tells it all, says everything there is to say about God and us.  Much as we might want to, we ought not clip this passage out of the Bible, put it on our refrigerator door, forget the rest of the Bible, tell ourselves that all we’re to do in life is to be sort of mindlessly submissive sheep, grazing blissfully behind the shepherd who’ll spoon feed us everything, make all our decisions for us, do all our thinking for us, do all our getting out of trouble for us.  I guess we all sometimes wish it were like that, but the biblical message just won’t leave us complacently grazing in that wishful thinking.


When you read earlier parts of John’s own gospel, for example, you hear Jesus describing his followers not as sheep, but as friends, not as passively submissive tagalongs, but as active, participating, valued colleagues.  And, if that’s not enough to stir our thinking about how it is with us mortals and the divine, just flip to the end of John’s gospel to hear what Jesus is saying to Peter and hence to all us friends/disciples.  Three times he says it:  Feed my lambs; tend my sheep; feed my sheep.

Do you hear it, this extraordinary change in metaphors?  Now we’re described not as sheep but as shepherds.  It’s a paradox, that’s for sure, but there is it:  we are still as sheep needing a shepherd, but at the same time paradoxically we are ourselves to be shepherds.


Well now, that doesn’t sound too bad, does it?  In fact, it sounds pretty appealing to most of us.  We Christians tend to be people who like to be care-givers, who are generous when it comes to caring for others.  The poor, the lonely, the sick, the traumatized, the confused, the grieving – we feel good about helping them out.  But that kind of care-giving which sort of blesses us with a good feeling, if we think that’s all Jesus is talking about, we haven’t understood Jesus, just don’t get it, maybe deep down don’t want to get it, his take on shepherding.

But then, the Apostles didn’t get it either, not at first.  They didn’t even begin to get it until after Jesus died, and, really, not until after they themselves began to experience it for themselves, the part of shepherding which isn’t a feel good, the part of shepherding which is a willingness to be broken and poured out for the sake of the sheep.  In the upper room with Jesus, they didn’t understand that he was telling them what shepherding is.

On that long ago night, in that upper room with Jesus, after they had eaten together, Jesus took bread and broke it, took wine and poured it, body and blood, take, eat, drink from this all of you.  “Do this,” he said, “in remembrance of me.”  Do this - was the “this” to which he was referring the meal itself, “do this” a directive to repeat the meal regularly as a sacred meal to stimulate sacred memory?  Yes, but much more than that.  I think he also was saying, In remembrance of me, do this, this being the willingness to be broken and poured out as shepherds tending God’s own beloved sheep.

So, sharing the sacred feast, it is no small thing we do.  It is a holy thing we do, as we place the bread in our mouths and raise the cup to drink.  We are eating Christ’s bread, drinking from Christ’s cup, thereby stepping into the reality of “Christness”, to be ourselves full-of-Christ, shepherds in the way of the Good Shepherd.

This shepherding, though, the shape of this shepherding differs among us.  See, the Good Shepherd has spread the sheep among us, entrusted some to your care, some to the care of others, and whoever the sheep are who’ve been entrusted to you, it’s the particular needs of those particular sheep which are your concern; meeting their needs is what shapes your shepherding.

For me right now, and for many others, part of our shepherd living involves caring for some especially vulnerable lambs who need gospel feeding in safe pasture.  These precious lambs of God’s own flock need safety and the nurture of gospel love, but they are so very vulnerable to the jaws of wolves.  So, part of the shepherding of these lambs has taken the shape of a confrontation with the wolves which would devour them, the wolves being rigid fundamentalism and prejudice and hatred and civil injustice and ecclesiastical injustice and modern day Pharisaism.  This shepherding we’re doing isn’t easy!  But then, the shepherding anyone does isn’t easy.

The willingness to be broken and poured out as a shepherd entrusted with the care of God’s own sheep, shepherding is messy and sometimes dangerous work.  Much as we might wish that shepherding were always a feel-good thing, much as we might wish it could be free of complication and danger, much as we might wish that we could do our Christian living not as shepherds but as sheep blissfully, mindlessly grazing along with our own shepherd, much as we might wish that the Lord’s Supper was provided just to feed our own personal and private lives, that’s just not the way it is.

You eat Christ bread, you drink from the cup of the Christ, your life as a shepherd will be no easier than was the life of the Good Shepherd.  But remember the One of whom the psalmist sang, David the shepherd singing of the One who shepherds shepherds.  Remember that all the way along, no matter how difficult the Way may be, we ourselves are being fed and tended and sustained perfectly by the Good Shepherd, who is even now anticipating what we need and providing it perfectly.  We can sing with the psalmist and with God’s children down through the centuries, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”
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