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Do We Still Need a Shepherd?
I John 3:16-24; John 10:11-18

Early on in the movie, The Sound of Music, there is that delightful scene in
which Maria has her first introduction to the Von Trapp children.  As the Captain
blows each child’s signal on his whistle, he or she marches forward, states name,
age, and something they want Maria to know about them.  The boys try to assert
their budding manliness and the girls display a mix of defiance and need.  When it
is Liesl’s turn, she stomps forward and says, “I'm Liesl. I'm sixteen years old and I
don't need a governess!”  Maria suggests that they might be friends instead, but the
point is well taken. Liesl, trapped in that awkward place between childhood and
adulthood, wants a little more freedom, especially from nagging governesses and
an unhappy and strict father.

That is not unusual behavior for a teenager.  Whether we passed through
those years decades ago or are in the midst of them right now, every one of us
knows what it is like to want desperately to have adult-like privileges while retaining
childlike responsibilities.  We want all of the advantages that can come with being
older, but we really would prefer not to have to handle all of the responsibilities that
come with those privileges.  We cannot wait to be old enough to drive a car by
ourselves, but we don’t want to have to pay for the car or the insurance and gas and
repairs that keep it on the road.  We want to be able to choose where we go, with
whom, and for how long, but we are not prepared to handle the consequences when
those choices get us into trouble.  No matter the generation, we all understand Liesl.

I think Jesus recognized that same characteristic in the people of his day as
he traveled through the villages and cities of Galilee.  Writing about Jesus’
experiences, Matthew wrote, “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for
them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd”
(Matthew 9.36).  Don’t a lot of teenagers feel “harassed and helpless”?  Do you feel
that way at times?

It was no mistake that Jesus chose the metaphor of sheep and shepherd to
illustrate the frustration so many people felt.  Shepherds were an important part of
the life and economy of the Middle East.  Shepherding had long been used as a
metaphor for God’s watch care over his people.

The ancient world understood shepherding to be an honorable profession
requiring strength, devotion, and selflessness.  The shepherd had three primary
responsibilities: 1) to find grass and water in a land that is rocky and dry; 2) to
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protect the sheep from predators and foul weather; and 3) to find and return
wandering animals to the fold.1

While there are numerous references to actual shepherds in the Bible, the
majority of the 100 + uses of the term relate to the care and guidance of the people
of God.  Moses, himself a shepherd when he encountered God in the burning bush,
became the shepherd of the Hebrew people as he led them to freedom and sought
out food and water for the enormous flock of people who were traveling to the
Promised Land.

When he was still a shepherd boy, David fulfilled the second responsibility of
a herdsman as he stood up to the threats of the Philistine army and defeated their
mighty warrior Goliath.  As king, David led the armies of Israel to defend against their
enemies and solidified his people from a collection of tribes into a strong nation that
could weather the storms of life.

Unfortunately, many of the kings who followed David did not take seriously
their calling to shepherd the people.  They were selfish and greedy and did not take
care of the people.  Poverty and injustice flourished and over and over the Hebrews
were tempted to wander after other gods.  The prophets repeatedly had to step into
the role of shepherd as they reminded their leaders to practice justice and mercy and
called the people to return to God and the fold of his protective care.

For a long time, our part of the world was dependent on farming, not only for
economic growth, but for survival.  I suspect that each one of us has a direct
connection with farming at some point in our family histories.  There are even a few
folks among us who still farm.  For the most part, however, farming does not occupy
the same place in our culture it once did.  I suspect that for many of our children–and
perhaps a good many of us adults–the only sheep we have encountered have been
in petting zoos at the fair.  I would be surprised if anyone in this sanctuary actually
knows a working shepherd.

Our world has come a long way in the nearly two thousand years since Jesus
lived.  He had to walk hours on dusty trails to talk to people in the next village about
the love of God.  Yesterday I was able to talk to and see my children who are
thousands of miles away in Europe.  We can skype or call, text or email practically
any place on this planet.  Farming, to a great extent, is in the hands of huge
corporations instead of families.  Instead of a rod, nations protect their people with
mechanized armies and nuclear warheads.  Instead of a staff, a wandering soul is
most often brought home by a GPS device.
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In this technologically sophisticated and ever-changing world of ours, people
wonder if we still need a shepherd for our souls.  Is the image of someone who feeds
and shelters me, protects me, and brings me back when I stray antiquated and
without meaning in our twenty-first century world?  Do we really need a shepherd
anymore?

When Jesus ministered to the people of Israel, shepherds were still important
to the culture and economy.  As we recall, shepherds were the first persons to be
told that Jesus was born and the first to find and worship him.  Although tradition
holds that Jesus was by trade a carpenter like his father Joseph, when it came to
explaining who he was and what he was about, he chose the vocation of
shepherding  to describe his ministry.  "I am the good shepherd,” he said (John
10:11) as he went about leading and feeding his people, protecting them from evil
and harm, and drawing them back into the fold of God’s love and care.  Jesus the
Good Shepherd is probably the most familiar and enduring image we have of our
Savior.

The Twenty-third Psalm, most beloved of all the psalms, reminds us of what
it means for God to shepherd us.  The Middle East is a parched and rugged land.
Finding grazing for sheep was an arduous and dangerous task.  Providing the
nurture and care for us in not an easy task either.  Yet the psalm reminds us that
with God as our shepherd, we will want for nothing.  Following him, we will be led to
places where our souls will be nourished, our needs met, our longings satisfied.
Moreover, we will walk in the right paths, directions that lead to righteousness so that
our way will not be destructive.

Every day we are confronted with choices about how we will live.  Temptations
abound to take a shortcut, make a fast buck, or satisfy a desire that could ultimately
hurt many people.  Seeking God’s guidance and trusting God’s leadership, we will
choose the right paths and thus fulfill God’s desire that we enjoy a full and complete
life.

The most poignant part of the Twenty-third Psalm is that section which
reminds us that we all walk through “the valley of the shadow of death,” or, as some
translations put it, “the valley of deep darkness.”  We do not have to experience a
death to know what deep darkness is all about.  Most of us have walked that path
at some time or another.  Grief, hurt, anger, despair, loneliness, fear can each
plunge us into a dark place.  The good news of the Gospel is that we are never
alone in those places.  Despite whatever turns the road may take, God remains with
us to see us to the other side and the light of a new day.

The triumph of the psalm is announced in the passage which declares that
God will hold our enemies at bay to the extent that we can sit down to a victory feast
right before them.  God will protect us.  We all know that none of us is immune from
harm.  Bad things do happen to good people.  We see that every day in the news.
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Sadly, we live it too far often in our community.  Scripture reminds us, however, that
with God as our Shepherd, evil does not have the last word.  Our enemies do not
triumph.  Hatred and violence will not have the victory.  God will take care of us and
see us through whatever comes our way.

Finally, the psalm assures us that the blessings of God will be ours throughout
life and the life to come.  It is this gift of the fullness of life that Jesus himself
proclaimed.  Just before he compared himself to a shepherd, having recently healed
a man who was blind and challenged the Pharisees to confront their own blindness,
Jesus said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came that they may
have life, and have it abundantly (John 10:10).

Abundant life. Life that is full and complete.  That is the life that Christ the
Good Shepherd offers to us each and every one.  That is the life that provides for all
of our needs, nurtures us spiritually, and cares for us physically.  That is the life that
sees us through the difficult times and rejoices with us in the best of times.  That is
the life that begins now and never ends.

Do we need a shepherd in these fast-moving, modern times?  You tell me.
I do remember that just a few short hours after Liesl told Maria that she did not need
a governess, we see her sneaking into the house through Maria’s second floor
window, drenched with rain, and sheepishly admitting that maybe she does need a
governess.

Do we still need a shepherd?  I think so–and a good one at that.  Christ the
Good Shepherd longs to care for us and nurture us to that life eternal that is full and
complete.  Thanks be to God!



April 29, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Glad alleluia’s continue to ring from our lips and our hearts as we rejoice in
Christ’s resurrection, O God.  Not only did he defeat death forever, but he freed us
from the little deaths that we suffer day by day.  He broke the power of sin over our
lives and unleashed the full glory of his grace.  We are the recipients of these good
gifts, O God, and we are forever grateful.

Thank you for the hope that has returned to us, hope that life as you have
dreamed for us is still possible.  Thank you for the joy that has welled up inside us
again, joy that bubbles out of the goodness of life and the nearness of your Spirit.
Thank you for the peace that has returned, peace that comes with the wholeness of
life offered through the grace of Christ.

Even in our exuberance, we do not pretend that there are no troubles in the
world.  Hardship and heartache are as near as the air we breathe, and we look to
you for help, O God.  Caress all who are ill with your healing touch that their spirits
may be healed and their sickness cured.  And when cure is not possible, bring
comfort and ease, we pray.  Give strength to each one who feels weakened by the
blows of life and provide direction for everyone who is wandering aimlessly down
life’s pathways.  Surround with love all who grieve and bring comforting grace to
them.  Calm our fears and provide a way through even the bleakest of
circumstances.  Hold us up, O God, when we are weary and confused.

We pray, O Lord, for our city.  Once again, we have been shocked and
heartbroken by violence that has robbed us of life and friends.  Guide us to find ways
to diffuse angry situations and grant us courage to act responsibly before more
tragedy occurs.  If any good can come of such horror, may it be that we are pulled
together by our grief and righteous anger.  Enable us to rid our community of all
intended harm and to make our streets and homes and businesses safe again.

Fill our lives with the joy of your salvation, O God, and supply our every need
for you are our Good Shepherd and we are your flock.  Hear us, we pray, through
Christ our Lord.  Amen.


