
Lay Reader Sermon Series I


The Second Sunday after Easter


psalter:
Psalms 23 & 146
1st lesson:
Isaiah 40:1-11
2nd lesson:
John 10:11-16
The Good Shepherd
When Christ said of Himself, "I am the good shepherd," He was using a figure of speech very familiar to His listeners. Everyone knew the importance of the sheep to the life, economy and worship of that time. For some, it was the chief form of their wealth. It provided, for the owner of a flock, meat, milk, and wool for the weaving of cloth for clothing and the covering of tents. The sheep was sometimes used as a medium of exchange, and it was important in the sacrificial system of the temple. The need for good, faithful and reliable shepherds was therefore clear to all.

The term "shepherd" was used metaphorically of the kings and religious leaders of the Jews, and of God Himself; as we say in the Venite, we are "the people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand." The book of Numbers records an ancient prayer of Moses, that God would set "a man over the congregation . . . that (it) may not be as sheep which have no shepherd." (Numbers 27:17)
Chapter 34 of Ezekiel is addressed to "the shepherds of Israel," who had not been faithful to their responsibility to look after the people. So God spoke of Himself in terms of a shepherd: "I myself will search for my sheep," a statement which certainly reminds us of Christ's parable of the shepherd who goes out looking for his lost sheep (Luke 15:3-7). God goes on to say, "And I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them and be their shepherd," a declaration which looks forward to the coming of Christ, in Whom this prophecy was fulfilled. Psalm 23 says, "The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want;" and Christ as the Good Shepherd was a favorite subject of early Christian art.

"I know my sheep, and am known of mine," He declares, thus reassuring us of His personal knowledge of each one of us. It is said that Eastern shepherds gave their sheep names, an indication of their individual knowledge and love of each member of the flock. The Lord said through the prophet Isaiah, "Fear not, I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are mine." (Isaiah 43:1) Mary Magdalene recognized the Risen Lord when he called her by name (John 20:16); and of the one faithful to Him, He says, "I will confess his name before my Father and before his angels." (Revelation 3:5) Of Himself as the Good Shepherd, Christ says, "The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out." (John 10:3) A commentator on this passage tells of seeing three or four shepherds' flocks at a Palestinian well at one time. When they were ready to leave, they separated their flocks by calling to them. A Scottish traveler there changed clothes with a shepherd, but the sheep still followed their own shepherd's voice, because "a stranger they will not follow." (John 10:5) The Good Shepherd knows His sheep, and they know Him.

He says, "I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly." The Twenty-third Psalm speaks of this spiritual sustenance in these familiar words: "He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake."

It is said that when our Lord saw the crowd that had gathered just before the first miraculous feeding, "He had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd." His concern for them expressed itself first in the ministry of the Word of God, for "He began to teach them many things." Then He dealt with their physical hunger, "and they all ate, and were satisfied." (Mark 6), which suggests to us the ministry of the sacraments, and especially of the Holy Communion. Through the sustenance of Word and Sacrament, and by leading us in the paths of righteousness, the Good Shepherd brings us to that spiritually abundant life which He promises to those who follow Him. He is, as Saint Peter wrote, "The Shepherd and Bishop" – that is, the spiritual guardian – of our souls (1st Peter 2:25).

But the care which the Good Shepherd gives His sheep doesn't exempt them from the dangers and trials of this world. The writer of the Twenty-third Psalm recognizes this, and writes of "the valley of the shadow of death;" but says that he will "fear no evil," because, as he says to his heavenly Shepherd, "Thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me."

The author of Psalm 73 asks, and then answers himself, a question about the presence of God in his life: "Whom have I in heaven but thee? and there is none upon earth that I desire in comparison of thee. My flesh and my heart faileth; but God is the strength of my heart, and my portion for ever."

The care which God gives us is His presence in our lives; to which we can compare the presence of parents with their children when they are ill or injured, or of church members with each other at times of crisis. God's care is ultimately a spiritual care; but see what that embraces. It includes concern for our physical well-being, for His Son says, "Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you." (Matthew 6:33) It includes "the resurrection of the body," that is, the salvation of the whole human being, following the example of Christ, the "first fruits." It was not Christ's immortal soul in some ghostly form that appeared to the women and the Apostles; it was His risen body. His whole being raised from the dead. The tomb was empty, and the wounds which His resurrected body still had were its mark of continuity with the body which had died on the Cross. The Good Shepherd shows by what He has done that He cares for our whole being.

He offers His care and concern to everyone, for He says, "Other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice." The Church is to be the agent or instrument of His care for her members. But she is also called to invite others to share in it by becoming a part of that fellowship, that flock, where the Good Shepherd's sustenance and nurture are given most directly; and where He inspires His people, by His example, to care for each other and the world around them.
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