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Jesus said, “When the shepherd has brought out all his own,
he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him

because they know his voice.”
John 10:4  

I ncreasingly, as much as we have a great sentimental attachment for the many shepherd images in
our scripture, I wonder if they have any meaning to us, here in the early part of the 21  century.st

We are so far away from the pastoral environment that spawned these metaphors. The closest
we get to a lamb is either in a petting zoo or less benignly, at the meat counter of the grocery store.
Jesus’ first hearers had experienced sheep and sheep herding personally. Some of them had served as
shepherds in their youth. Today, most people, not at all.

As you know, we’ve been trying to print a fine art image of
our scripture texts on the frontispiece of our bulletins. What
I had found out a couple of years ago was that the images of
the Good Shepherd are either very old—mosaics and ancient
frescos that don’t reproduce well, or else gooey, syrupy
images from the 19 and 20 centuries. I know you knowth th

the images that I’m talking about. You have Jesus sitting
typically on a rock at dusk on a beautiful day, dressed
impeccably as a Jewish aristocrat, not the rough peasant he
was, his beard neatly trimmed, flawless skin, an otherworldly
expression on his face, with a flock of placid, docile lambs
gathered around his feet. 

That is our Good Shepherd, but it has no relationship to the
shepherds of old, and we are much the poorer that we’ve lost
the reality of a metaphor that had universal and personal
relevance to Jesus’ listeners. We hear these scripture texts,
and we think we know what they mean, but we are
nostalgically mis-remembering something we never had an
adequate, accurate inkling of in the first place.
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It is no coincidence that shepherd imagery is often associated with death. I was visiting the modern-
day remnant of an old farm in Howard County, Maryland, several weeks ago. A tenant farmer has a
large flock of sheep and goats, more for cheesemaking and allowing busloads of grade-school
students to traipse out from the exclusive schools in the country to encounter some semblance of
what a real farm might look like. Our host, the owner of the land, explained that there were a pair of
nesting bald eagles in the area. Newborn lambs, very small and weak, were ideal targets for the
eagles, who would quickly swoop down and carry the infant lambs away for a gristly death.

This is the nature of sheep herding, and it has always been the nature of sheep herding, even in the
ancient Near East, the source of our biblical imagery. It was dangerous for the sheep, and
excruciatingly lonely and exhausting for the shepherd. You were responsible for a flock of animals
who had no natural instinct for self-protection, and were therefore potential victims for every
predator and accident of nature that could come out of nowhere without notice in a moment of
inattention. You hear this exactly in our prayer of the day, reflecting both reality and the 23 Psalm,rd

“You know your sheep by name and lead us safely through the valleys of death.” 

Jesus understands precisely the nature of sheep herding in today’s gospel reading. He associates
sheep herding with danger and thievery. He understands that even within a gated sheepfold, danger
lurked for the sheep. It is a wonder that with all of the grim realities of sheep herding, any of us
could romanticize it in any fashion.

However, there are two aspects of Jesus’ teaching that I want us to consider this morning. The first
is his reflection that his lambs know his voice. That is, that Jesus, as shepherd, has a personal
relationship with each and every lamb. This personal relationship extends to the godhead—the God
who created us, and the God who redeemed us, the God who sanctifies each of us. We are in a
personal relationship with God, God who knows our name, and who protects and watches over
each of us—each of us individually, in beloved relationship. God will allow none of us to get lost.
God has all of us in his sight. This relationship used to be clearer to us in an earlier day when we
understood baptism as a “christening” service—a service in which children were not only baptized,
bur additionally given a name that they would be called for the rest of their lives—the name that
God has written “on the hollow of his hand.” This is reflected today in the fundamentalist religions
that understand that our relationship with God is personal. That teaching, which I believe is correct,
comes out of Jesus’ reflections that we are one with our God in a relationship of individual, personal
salvation.

But the second point I want to make has to do with this notion of the individual. While we each
have a personal relationship with God, I want us also to consider what it means to be part of the
flock, another way of understanding the Church. As I have said before, one of the aspects that
distinguishes Christianity is that it is at its best, a communitarian theology and experience.
Church—the gathered people of God, God’s flock as it were—is at the heart of what it means to be
Christian. We each experience salvation individually, but there is nothing different about it for any
of us. Our salvation is a salvation of perfect equality. God does not raise any of us above the rest of
us; God does not love any of us less or more. Jesus preached a salvation in which all of us are
members of his flock, his community of faithful believers. And there was no upward limit to the
number of persons that could be a member of Jesus’ flock of those whose salvation he has secured.
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So, dispel any notions you still have of the Good Shepherd and sheep herding that are saccharine
and romanticized. Rather, see through the gooey filter to the real, inner core of this most important
of Christian theologies. God is our Shepherd, but this is a God who is muscular, resilient, tireless,
and personal. God has a relationship with each of us, but God is also a keeper of a flock—all of us
together, united under God’s watchful gaze and protection and love. This is a shepherd worth
following.
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