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 The readings appointed for this morning present what is surely an image 

familiar to all of us, that of the Good Shepherd. Jesus as The Good Shepherd 

cradles in his arms the one lost lamb while the other “90 & 9 safely lay in the 

shelter of the fold.” (Luke 15) The image of the caring shepherd is known to us 

from the Old Testament, most especially through the 23rd psalm: “The Lord is 

my Shepherd, I shall not want,” a psalm which frankly reads more and more 

beautifully as the years pass. The image of shepherd in scripture was applied to 

caregivers, whether divine or human, and had both a political and a spiritual 

dimension; kings and governors were frequently called shepherds in secular 

writings of the period. Moses was described as a shepherd. Through the image 

of the shepherd, scripture makes quite clear the responsibility of leaders to care 

for their followers. 

 This OT image was of course known to Jesus, and when he adopts the 

image of the shepherd to describe his ministry, he is distinguishing himself 

clearly from the image of the warrior-king, the Messiah who would lead Israel to 

freedom through armed rebellion. Jesus’ model for the Messiah is the caring 

shepherd of the flock. His love is faithful and true, for unlike the hired hand, he 

does not abandon his people in times of danger, does not lead for the sake of 

personal gain, like the Pharisees; indeed, he is willing to sacrifice himself for 

them. Jesus draws an intimate connection between himself, his followers and 

God: “I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the 

Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep.” 

 Now the passage in the first letter of Peter echoes that sentence from 

the gospel: “you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to 
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the shepherd and guardian of your souls,” and the letter emphasizes what our 

response to Jesus’ sacrifice should be: “to this you have been called, because 

Christ . . .  [left] you an example, so that you should follow in his steps . . . so 

that [you] might live for righteousness.” God’s love must be seen in our loving 

actions to others. Jesus models for us the way we should live; when he tells us 

that he is “the way, truth and life,” he calls us to follow his way, to be like him 

in the pursuit of truth, of abundant life for all. We all have to become 

shepherds—good shepherds. We are not to be like a thief and run away at the 

first sign of trouble. We are called to be faithful and true, to him, to each other. 

The writer of the first letter of Peter emphasizes that the way of Jesus seeks 

truth and justice: “if you endure when you do right and suffer for it, you have 

God's approval.” Love is not just a warm and fuzzy feeling, therefore; it is the 

way the faithful live.   

 During this Easter season we focus much on the passion of Christ, on his 

suffering and death; one way of understanding Christ’s passion is to recognize 

what he was passionate about, what led to his suffering and death. Clearly he 

was passionate about justice and peace; the Gospel passage is addressed to the 

Pharisees and thereby contrasts Jesus with the leaders of the synagogue who 

collaborate with the Romans and steal, take money & goods for themselves 

from the poor and marginalized. Jesus demonstrated peacefully, non-violently, 

against the injustice he witnessed in his society and he died for his efforts. 

Again, from the letter of Peter: “When he was abused, he did not return abuse; 

when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who 

judges justly.” So too must we pursue divine justice in our world, in our society. 

We who are blessed with so much must do all we can to ensure a fair 

distribution of the world’s goods, to call attention to exploitation of people, to 

strive to feed the hungry, clothe the naked. The Christian faith is a 
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transformative faith, a transformative way of life, for us and for those we love 

in God’s name; as his love changes us, so too should our love change the lives 

of others, spiritually, politically, and physically. Note the hospitality and sharing 

in the early church as described in today’s reading from the book of Acts. 

 The lesson of the Good Shepherd is not difficult to understand, but it’s 

very difficult to do; it’s simple, but it’s not easy. A relationship with God as 

known in Jesus involves our heart, soul, mind and strength. It should transform 

us and our community. The Bible from beginning to end is both personal and 

political, concerned with both spiritual matters and social matters, and our life 

of Christian faithfulness involves both as well. When Jesus is asked what must 

be done to inherit eternal life, his answer is to love. Love is at the center of 

Creation, because God is love. Love is at the heart of Christianity because that's 

who Jesus is. As the Body of Christ we try to continue to embody God's love in 

and for the world.  It’s not who we are naturally. Living according to our own 

nature, we operate selfishly, cruelly, dominating others for power and profit. But 

God through Jesus calls us to live compassionately; as the Good Shepherd he 

models for us a life of peace and justice. Warrior or shepherd: the choice is clear 

and clearly still needed in our world. We are called to keep trying to embody 

God’s love to our broken world: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ 

laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If 

anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on 

him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with 

words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” (1 John 3)  

 However, a broken church cannot minister to a broken world. With 

ongoing concern over financial stability here at St. John’s, there is also some 

anxiety about the upcoming call process, worry about the suitability of 

candidates, fear about what will happen next. Underneath these valid concerns 
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lies an anxiety which St. John’s shares with most churches today, shrinking 

congregations, fewer dollars, aging buildings, absence of younger people in 

significant numbers. The future is uncertain, but the future is always uncertain. 

Change is inevitable; what matters is how you handle change. You confess to be 

a caring, accepting congregation, and that much is obvious to anyone who 

sticks around, but from my six months in your midst, I detect tensions among 

you which are related to more than just the uncertainty of the times. Fellowship 

and hospitality, cornerstones of any church community, are tenuous here, wary, 

cautious. I suspect there is a link between this tentative fellowship and the 

ongoing financial instability. People do not support what does not support them. 

Bishop Michael has assured you that the diocese wants St. John’s to continue 

its mission and ministry in this area of the city. You have so many strengths, so 

many assets, as our workshop last Sunday indicated. You attract young families 

with children; not many churches can claim that. You are in partnership with 

other social agencies that’s unique, innovative, exciting. St. John’s could go 

“quietly into that good night,” could close the doors and depart with dignity, 

job well done for all these many years, but here you are seeking new creative 

ministries and partnerships and outreach. You have much to offer the 

community and each other. You can move forward in fellowship, knowing the 

Good Shepherd is with you, calling you to lead others along “right paths,” at a 

time of life when “still waters” are probably most desired. “With goodness and 

mercy” the promise of our Lord, you can overcome obstacles, doubts and fears 

in order to further the kingdom of God in this place, in this time, in covenant 

with your neighbours. This moment in your church’s history is a time for joy and 

thanksgiving, not fear and trembling. Love is the way the faithful live; love is the 

way forward. 


