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The Lord is My Shepherd
	One of my earliest memories of church is that of a childrens’ chapel service at St. Thomas church, outside of Philadelphia, where I attended as a child through confirmation in grade 9. I must have been only four or so, but I can see clearly to this day the small white chapel room, the low, backless white pews we children sat on – they were always cool, even on the warmest of days. I can hear the reverent hush as we filed in, remarkable because we were a noisy bunch of rambunctious boys and girls. Up front was Mr. Hufnagel, the balding associate rector, the only one on the staff that seemed to have any time for us kids. 

And I can hear how we learned and recited the 23rd psalm: “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want….” I loved that psalm and its imagery. The image of God as shepherd, as protector, as one who will feed me and lead me beside the cool fresh waters, the one who will remain on my side no matter what, the one who give me a house to live in always, -- it was and remains powerful for me.

	I suspect the same is true for many of you. Hospital chaplains report that it is common when they visit the seriously ill, even those who seem unresponsive to their presence, that if they pray the 23rd psalm aloud, the patient will mouth the words. These chaplains report that the psalm is so vital and life-affirming and ingrained in the faithful that it provides comfort when it seems nothing else will.

	And yet, the other readings we have for today have led me to question whether my devotion to the 23rd psalm and its imagery might lead me to an incomplete portrait of God. When we picture God as the good shepherd, especially as portrayed in the psalm, are we missing something vital about who God is, who Jesus was and is, and who we are called to be? And can our readings from John and Revelation help round out that picture?

Shepherding Reexamined
	But first, what might seem like a digression. A great while back a charming film came out named Babe, which on the surface is about a pig. Babe, the runt of the litter, who is won by a kindly farmer at the county fair. Babe is separated from his family – and pig role models – forever. His companions on the farm are sheep dogs, and so naïve Babe decides that that he wants to do what they do – herd sheep. But of course we all know that Babe cannot be a sheep dog, one who shepherds the sheep, because he is just a pig, and, in the narrator’s words, “That’s the way things are.” 

	You see, the film shows how sheep dogs are – Rex, the king of the sheep dogs at the farm, keeps the sheep in line by force and aggression, with sharp teeth and fearsome growls, by naked aggression and terror. The sheep obey, yes, and they are protected from predators – but they fear and hate Rex and all sheep dogs.

	But Babe finds another way. This tiny pig becomes the ultimate shepherd, scaring away some sheep rustlers, chasing off wild dogs that kill one of the sheep, and finally, get this, winning a sheep herding context at the county fair. He becomes the shepherd par excellence, not through intimidation and machismo, but through love and persuasion. He learns to talk to the sheep, and they listen to him; they follow not out of fear, but out of love. Rex, the king of the sheep dogs, is dethroned by a mere pig, and eventually learns, through Babe’s example, a better way.

	The movie Babe asks us to examine our ingrained expectations and concepts of power and leadership. What kind of shepherd is this Babe, who leads through love and persuasion, whose sheep follow not because they are forced to, but because they know, love, and listen to the shepherd? The movie asks, what makes a good shepherd?

What Kind of Shepherd is Jesus?
	In our reading from John’s gospel, Jesus pulls the same kind of flip-flop of identity and expectations. The religious leaders come to Jesus asking “If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” They want to put Jesus’ identity in a box, they want to pin him down to their expectations of what a Messiah was to be. Jesus does not answer directly, for his power is more than that of the hoped-for political leader who will restore Israel, shatter the hated Roman rule, and deliver God’s people. Jesus’ power is the very power of God – but it is power defined and exercised differently.

	And so Jesus answers in a different way. He refers to himself not as Messiah but as a shepherd. There is more than a little bit of comedy gong on here, because the shepherd motif would have been quite familiar to these critics, they knew the 23rd Psalm, and they knew that shepherd figure was a metaphor for the restored rule of God, and thus had messianic implications. But then Jesus subtlety redefines what true shepherding, and therefor kingship, is all about. Yes, Jesus will protect his flock, but listen also to what the babe of Bethlehem, Jesus, says: “My sheep hear my voice, and they follow me.”

	Now wait, maybe you are thinking, doesn’t this put that movie we were talking about earlier, “Babe”, in a new light? Can it be that this film is a modern retelling of the Jesus story? 

	Back to Jesus. In the 23rd psalm, the active one is God: “he leads me besides the still waters; he leads me in right paths.” Here, on the other hand, Jesus is saying that the sheep play an active role as well – they hear and then follow. These sheep have the freedom to hear and respond as they choose, and they hear and choose to follow Jesus. 

	What kind of shepherd is this Jesus, who protects, who has the power to give eternal life, and yet who is followed not out of fear or compulsion or duty, but because his flock merely hear his voice? A strange shepherd, indeed. And how durable is this vision, anyway? Surely this is a nice idea, but when push comes to shove, everyone knows that it is through strength and power over others that victory is achieved, that true safety lies.

The Shepherd who Is the Lamb
	Jesus’ words come down to us from before the calamitous events of what we now call Holy Week, when Jesus was betrayed, executed, laid in a tomb – surely evidence that Jesus’ redefinition of the good shepherd was empty talk, a pie-in-the-sky ideal not up to the hard realities of this the real world. You can hear the sneers – what kind of shepherd is this, nailed to a cross like a common criminal?! But that was before Jesus was raised from the dead on that first glorious Easter day. And so the author of the Revelation to John, struggling to answer that question at the heart of our Easter faith, once again takes up the shepherding motif. He depicts the risen Lord as a lamb, suggestive of the Passover sacrifice.

	Paradoxically, Jesus is not only the shepherd, he is one of the sheep as well –which, after all, is the message of the incarnation, that the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. Here is a shepherd who loves his sheep so dearly that he gives himself for them, takes on the human lot, including suffering, abandonment, and death. What kind of shepherd is this, whose power is inseparable from his weakness and vulnerability?

	For the author of Revelation, there is still more – this same slain Lamb has been raised from the dead and now sits on the heavenly throne, and once again is shepherd to his flock. By his sacrifice we are washed clean, sin and death are conquered, and we are freed to new life We live in the sure hope that this shepherd who is the Lamb will guide us and feed us and protect us and always be with us, in life, in death, and beyond. In the words of Jesus, “I give my sheep eternal life, and they will never perish.”

And What of the Sheep?
[bookmark: _Hlk208304117]	And so we end as we began – the Lord is our shepherd, and we shall not want. But what of the sheep? If our understanding of Jesus as the good shepherd has been nuanced, so too is our understanding of our own calling as members of Jesus’ flock. We are called to listen to Jesus, to hear his voice, and follow him. As Jesus says, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me.”

	Our first challenge, then, is to take the time, make the effort, and have the patience, to listen to Jesus, to hear his voice. That is why we come to church on Saturday and Sunday, this is why we read the Bible, this is why we pray, this is why we look for the Christ in the stranger, and in each other.

	Our second challenge, once we have heard the voice of Jesus, is to heed that voice. It is not enough to be satisfied with what might call a “personal relationship” with Jesus – we need to follow him, to be a disciple, to live as Jesus would have us live. To follow Jesus in his self-giving, life-affirming, inclusive and loving way. It is to be doers as well as hearers of the Word. It is to both talk the talk and walk the walk.

	What gives us the courage and strength to hear and follow Jesus? Nothing less than the assurance we have always that our Risen Lord will guide us to springs of the waters of life; it is the promise that the Lamb of God will walk beside us through the darkest valleys; it is our sure hope that the Good Shepherd will wipe every tear from our eyes – it is the knowledge that we shall dwell in the house of the Lord, forever.

	And we shall dwell in the house of the Lord, forever. Amen.
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