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Good Shepherd Sunday

Today is Good Shepherd Sunday, the Sunday in the church year when we remember Christ’s role as our shepherd.  We read the familiar and comforting words of Psalm 23 (“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not  want”), we look at the picture of the gentle Jesus holding the lamb, we hear the well-known words of the Gospel (“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”).  Jesus is our shepherd, knows us, brings us to Him, and cares so much about us that He gave His life for us that we might have life.  But, can we easily relate to Jesus being our shepherd now in the 21st century?  After all, we are not living out in the fields surrounded by sheep but rather are living in the world of twitter and Skype and up-to-the-minute news available 24/7. In fact, few of us really understand what the world of the sheep and shepherd is even about because in our world we spend a lot more time in our cars and our well-insulated homes, than out in the field.  So, do these age old words still speak to us? Oh yes, they communicate a basic truth that is life changing. 

This past week, I was sent by our Diocese to a National Church meeting in Chicago near the O’Hare airport.  The concrete-surrounded hotel was located right at the intersection of two major freeways; a very congested and confusing place to navigate.  I managed to find the hotel, and stayed there from Monday to Wednesday, when I emerged back into the concrete jungle to find my car and my way home.  The only problem was that when I got to the parking lot exit, I had no idea which way to go to find my way home; I was disoriented.  If it were not for my GPS system, I would still be wandering around the streets of Chicago, lost.  This example is about being geographically lost, but it speaks to how we can get disoriented and turned around in our lives as well. We can lose who we are, our purpose, our foundation.

Sheep are animals that are lost without a shepherd.  They don’t have an internal GPS, and so when they get lost they just stand there and become very vulnerable.  They can starve to death, and are easy prey. We are like sheep in need of a good shepherd.  In this mixed up world, we get turned around, lost, confused, with priorities that are upside down.  We become easy prey too.  Look around in our community and see people in despair or frustration, loneliness or lack of fulfillment, out-of-control or confusion.  Just like sheep, when we get lost we don’t even realize it and are at a loss of what to do about it.  In our macho “I can make it on my own” society, instead of admitting our brokenness and need to the Lord people turn to unhealthy things. Yesterday, I was reading in the local weekly newspaper that in the past week alone ten people were arrested for DUI – and almost half of them were repeat offenders.  These are the ones who were caught—there are many more who were not caught, as we know.  This is what Jesus is referring to when He said in the Gospel, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.”  When we refuse to admit that we are broken, when our pride stands in the way of admitting that we need God.  We want full control over the vehicle of our lives, but that does not work – we need to move over and allow God to drive the car.  This brings to mind when we train teenagers to drive with their learners permit, and it is awfully difficult to move over and let them learn – it requires trust.  Our surrendering control to Jesus requires a lot of trust –but oh my, it is so worth it!  The words about the good shepherd are not just comforting words to read in times of difficulty, these are life-changing truths that can change your life in a positive direction. 
So, this leads us to ask ourselves, “How am I doing as being one of the Lord’s sheep?”  Am I listening to my shepherd, Jesus, faithfully?  What does it even mean for us to listen to our shepherd?  For the sheep in the fields, they can distinguish THEIR shepherd’s voice from the voice of other shepherd’s and other distractions.  They don’t follow just anyone, like my friendly golden retriever will do; they know who to follow, they know who they belong to.  For us, this listening is a process.  We hear Jesus’ voice through the Bible, our worship, sacraments, prayer.  We need to distinguish Jesus’ voice from the many voices vying for our attention - the media telling us how to think and from friends who want to lead us astray. Listening is a four step process: it begins with the act of hearing, then recognition of the voice, and processing of the information, and finally responding to the message we hear.  Our response to Jesus is actually everything we do:  what we think, how we choose to spend our time, how we react to other people and situations we face, how we speak to others, where we use our talents and treasure.  Following the shepherd involves all of who we are and what we do and think: body, mind, and spirit.  Following Jesus even is about the time we spend resting!  
The image of the good shepherd holding the little sheep is an important one in my prayer life.  Sometimes I pray to the Lord not in words, but in mental pictures.  Some of you, when you have been ill or facing trials, have been in my prayers in this way.  What I do is imagine Jesus the Good Shepherd holding out his arms, and then I put you in His mighty, strong, gentle, caring, warm, compassionate arms. He holds you, and I just spend time looking at this wonderful scene of perfect love given for you and thank God for His healing power.  You can do this prayer too..  
Another image of the Good Shepherd is found in our bulletin cover picture: Jesus with the whole flock. We here at St. John’s are a flock.  Christianity is not a solo religion, it is about community.  We are to be together, lifting each other up, serving side-by-side, and helping to remind each other about the Good Shepherd when we forget.  But, we gathered here are not the whole community that God intends; there are more out there waiting to be invited. William Temple, the Archbishop of Canterbury in the 1940s, said “The church is the only institution that exists for the benefit of its nonmembers.”  This is true; we have been given a charter by God to reach out beyond these walls.  And, today’s Epistle is very clear about this – that we can’t just say we love God, we have to show our love in truth and action.  John says, “how does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses to help?”  Did you know that there is no place for a homeless person to go for shelter here in Shawano? And the number of homeless families with children is growing. They are sent way over to Green Bay to the crowded, dangerous shelters in Green Bay. It is true. Maybe this is the way we are to reach out, or maybe there are other ways we are called to reach out.  Today, after coffee hour, your Bishop’s Committee meets to put some meat on the bones of the goals that they have set for this year.  Please share with the Bishop’s Committee your sense of how and where we are called reach out, and help.  We know we are called to reach out with Christ’s love.  This is part of God’s plan for us: His flock.  

Brothers and sisters, allow the Good Shepherd to hold you and love you; bask in that love, those warm strong arms holding you, healing you in the ways you need healing.  Hear His voice and respond.  Rely on His strength to help you reach out in love to those who are lost and lonely and needy around you.  We are God’s hands and feet and voice here in Shawano.  Don’t those around us here need to know about the Good Shepherd too?    
Let us end this sermon time today by praying together the Collect on the front of the bulletin.  Let us pray:  O God, whose Son Jesus is the good shepherd of your people; Grant that when we hear his voice we may know him who calls us each by name, and follow where he leads; who, with you and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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