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Sermon for Easter IV Year B 2021 
Just What is a Good Shepherd? 

 
One of the many crises of this past year has been a crisis of authority. 
It seems we need to navigate conflicting news reports, 
scientific studies, and multiple expert voices who have told us 
how to manage the challenges of Covid-19, racism, global warming, 
and political deadlock. 
It’s not difficult to understand that many have become weary, 
suspicious, and cynical. 
Whose guidance and leadership can we trust? 
Who is telling us the truth? 
Whose voice should we listen for? 
 
In today’s gospel reading for this Fourth Sunday in Easter, 
we see a version of leadership quite different from the ones we’re used 
to in our political and media saturated world. 
We hear a description of a leader who “lays down his life”— 
not with words, but with costly actions. 
A leader who places his body—his life— 
in harm’s way for the sake of those he leads. 
This is a leader with integrity and courage. 
A leader with skin in the game. 
A leader who is self-sacrificially “good.” 
 
Of course, most of us who grew up in the church have learned about this 
leader—Jesus, the Good Shepherd—before we could even walk. 
Perhaps there was a painting of a gentle-faced Jesus in the church 
nursery, an adorable lamb perched on his shoulders. 
Maybe you mace flocks of sheep out of toothpicks, cotton balls, and 
Elmer’s glue in Sunday school or 
had a teacher who moved a felt-and-Sharpie shepherd across a green 
flannelgraph board dotted with fleecy lambs. 
Some of us as a teacher or student may have sung the VBS song— 
I just wanna be a sheep, baaa, baaa, baaa! 
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And yet . . . as benevolent and cherished as all those sheep and shepherd 
images and activities sound—in many ways they aren’t helpful to us  
in understanding the “Good Shepherd” passages  
in John’s gospel all that well. 
We may long very much for the trustworthy leadership described by 
Jesus in his metaphor, but I’m not sure how we can apply  
a “shepherd” to our 21st century lives. 
Perhaps the image is overly familiar; 
too overlaid with sentimentality  
and the true beauty of this metaphor obscured  
by a softening of the message to make it suitable for children. 
Quite frankly, most of us have no real-life idea  
what Jesus was talking about when he described the life of faith  
in terms of shepherds, sheep, hirelings, and wolves. 
The images we hold in our heads lack  
the grittiness and earthiness of actual shepherding. 
Instead we have a perspective that is gauzy and ephemeral,  
like watercolors. 
 
But, the thing is . . . Jesus was an effective teacher  
because he used metaphors his contemporary listeners could relate to. 
When he spoke of sheepfolds, vineyards,  
mustard seeds, and fishing nets,  
he was not spouting on about things the people knew nothing about. 
He was using the stuff of everyday first-century peasant life. 
So, it seems, the problem isn’t Jesus—it’s ours. 
Frankly, I’ve never herded sheep, met an actual shepherd,  
or even fought off a wild predator in my life.  
I’m guessing most of you—if not all—haven’t either. 
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The closest I’ve been to sheep and shepherding is still rather remote  
but I did get a closer look at herds of sheep while we were in France—
on our trip to Versailles in 2019, pre-Covid pandemic time. 
What I noticed is that sheep are pretty . . . well, dirty and kind of smelly. 
None of the French farm-hands I saw tending the sheep were anything 
less than mucky themselves with spending time around the animals. 
You have to wonder how did the church  
go from the mud-stained hardships of animal husbandry  
to a manicured Jesus cuddling a snowy-white lamb? 
 
And, so, we come to today’s gospel at a disadvantage  
because we are jaded by Sunday school images and 
ignorant of the realities of shepherds and shepherding. 
What did Jesus mean when he called himself the Good Shepherd? 
In what ways are we like sheep? 
I have a few answers— 
gleaned mainly from reading a book written by someone  
who actually did spend time as a shepherd— 
and I have questions—questions that seek to re-engage and recover  
this metaphor so it is richer and closer to something closer to what 
Jesus intended and what his first listeners knew  
about sheep and shepherds. 
 
Here is one question: 
Why did Jesus use a shepherd metaphor in his time and place? 
According to John’s gospel, just prior to today’s gospel lesson, 
Jesus had just healed a blind man on the Sabbath  
and the religious elite were furious. 
Moreover, it was the Feast of the Dedication  
(the holiday we know today as Hanukkah,  
when Jewish people celebrate the rededication of the Temple  
after the victory of Judas Maccabeus in the 2nd century BCE). 
Jesus was walking in the Temple itself— 
the very place the Jewish people venerated as representative  
of their unique, covenantal relationship with God. 
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So, why did he call himself a shepherd in that setting? 
The image of a shepherd tending his or her flock  
would have been deeply ingrained in the religious imaginations  
of the Israelites. They had a long history with shepherds. 
Jacob and his wives Rachel and Leah were shepherds. 
Many if not most of Jacob’s sons were shepherds. 
Moses tended sheep. 
In fact, he was tending sheep when God commissioned him  
to lead the Israelites out of slavery. 
David was a shepherd before ascending to the throne of Israel. 
The Jewish people of Jesus’ day knew the LORD  
as the ultimate Shepherd over his flock, Israel. 
God was the Divine Shepherd. 
 
So, I wonder if Jesus was saying something provocative  
rather than self-effacing when he called himself the Good Shepherd. 
I tend to think “meek and mild” when I imagine Jesus cradling lambs, 
but why would meek and mild incense his listeners,  
who attempted to arrest him for using this particular metaphor? 
Was Jesus, in fact, equating himself with God, the Shepherd King? 
 
On the very occasion when Jewish people of his day  
were celebrating the supremacy of the Temple  
and its centrality in their religious lives, 
was Jesus suggesting that God’s presence actually dwells  
in the wilderness, out among the wolves, the thieves,  
the hirelings, and the smelly sheep? 
In other words, among the outcasts, the irreligious,  
the ritually unclean, and the socially shunned or distained? 
If so, what might this provocative version mean for us today? 
What and where is our Temple— 
our sacrosanct places where we box up God’s presence? 
Where is our wilderness? 
Where are the places and people we assume  
are too unholy and messy or secular for God to dwell? 
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Here’s yet another question: 
What did Jesus mean when he said,  
“I know my own and my own know me?” 
 
Is the life of faith so straightforward, so certain? 
I think of times in my life when I have not known for sure who God is  
or what God desires of me. 
Times when I’ve feared that I am not Jesus’ own. 
If Jesus is so certain of my identity,  
so sure that I’m capable of discerning his voice,  
I wonder what keeps me hanging in doubt and fear. 
 
Then I think of the barriers that lie between Jesus’ assurance  
and my faith. There are barriers of theology— 
do I believe all the right things about God?  
About Jesus? Is there some nuance of theology I’m missing? 
 
There are barriers of guilt. 
How can I really be forgiven when I mess up so often? 
If I belong to the shepherd, why is it so easy to wander away? 
Surely there must be a catch somewhere. 
 
And there are barriers of pain. 
Times of crying out for my shepherd’s voice and experiencing silence. 
Times when Jesus has spoken, and I did not recognize him. 
 
If the metaphor isn’t perfect, or if it leaves much to mystery, 
how can we still find the courage to lean into it? 
Perhaps the “barriers” are of my own – are of our own making. 
 
Perhaps what Jesus is saying in this passage  
is more straightforward and more radical:  
You belong. Yes, you do. I know you. You are mine. Period. 
After all . . . the sheep don’t choose their shepherd, 
the shepherd chooses the sheep. 
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Another question: 
Who are my modern-day hirelings? 
In the story Jesus tells, the hired hands are pseudo-shepherds  
who work for personal gain, not love of the sheep. 
They have no stake in the well-being of the sheep. 
They flee at the first sign of danger. 
So, I wonder, whose voices do we heed to our detriment? 
What siren songs call to you and to me,  
making seductive promises we shouldn’t trust? 
Are they Money? Success? Physical attractiveness? Prestige? Politics? 
Racial, cultural, or national identity? 
These are the biggest and easiest to name. 
What else calls to us, promising a version of love  
that is ultimately thin, cheap, fragile, and unsafe? 
 
Moreover, if our calling in this life is to work under the authority  
of the master shepherd—what kind of “hireling” will we be? 
Will we skip town at the first hint of risk or hardship? 
Will we use the sheep for our own gain? 
Will we love them as we love our own skin? 
What will “laying down my life” look like? 
 
These are questions we need to wrestle with because,  
as those who are baptized into Christ,  
we are reborn in the image of the Good Shepherd 
and we are the Good Shepherd’s body in the world. 
 
In his book on Psalm 23, Philip Kellerman writes  
about his early days as a teenager and young adult  
spent as a shepherd in Australia. 
He writes that from early dawn until late at night  
the diligent shepherd examines the sheep  
to see that they are fit and content, 
have clean and adequate water to drink, 
nourishing pastures where they can eat and rest  
in a reasonable amount of safety. 
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Even at night the shepherd looks to their needs  
and leaps to protect them at the sign of any trouble— 
and this includes little threats as well as big ones.   
Apparently, sheep are in great danger from insects;  
their health and well-being require the shepherd  
to take considerable care to keep them free of ticks and other bugs. 
Now that is one aspect of shepherding that really brings things away 
from the greeting card into a far more earthy and gritty reality! 
It is the work of the shepherd to do the mucky work  
of clearing out waterholes and clearing out brush and weeds— 
this is the work of preparing what is called a table-land for the sheep. 
There is hardship and danger in all of this work. 
 
So why has the church softened this metaphor of the Good Shepherd? 
 
I’ve read that sheep are skittish and . . . uhm, not very smart. 
I’ve read that they are easily hurt, can often graze without ceasing,  
and bicker for no reason. 
I’ve read that sheep are stubborn,  
they long to be led, but resist being driven. 
Makes you wonder what Jesus has to put up with shepherding us! 
 
Does he fight loneliness and boredom  
as we ignore him in favor of “greener pastures”? 
Does he watch the not-so-smart, skittish, stubborn things you and I do, 
hoping we won’t injure ourselves yet again? 
Are we rescued from death many times— 
oblivious and resistant to his efforts tooth and nail. 
 
Reading these passages in John  
knowing some of the realities of sheep and shepherds  
make the things Jesus says here, for me,  
more gritty and more challenging. 
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As the Good Shepherd, Jesus loves the obstinate and the lost. 
He lives at the edges of polite society,  
out in the wild, in the untamed places of the world. 
His life remains perpetually in danger. 
He faces again and again the mockery and abandonment of the hirelings, 
who consider his self-sacrificing vocation absurd. 
Because he’s in it for the long haul,  
he not only dwells among the lambs, he wrestles with wolves. 
He does not hold his very self and his needs  
above the life and needs of his sheep . . .  
he is willing to get his hands dirty, 
willing to give his life for the sheep  
who may or may not actually know him. 
 
No wonder the church has turned Jesus-the-Shepherd  
into a greeting card.  
It’s hard to face the bold, patient, and tenacious leader he really is. 
Yet it hurts to trade the Hallmark card  
for the long days and nights of danger-filled vocation  
in the muck (not to mention those bugs!). 
 
So . . . how will we incarnate the love of this muddy,  
magnificent shepherd? 
How will we spread his goodness in the wildest of wild places? 
In the valleys, among the wolves,  
within the flock he knows and loves? 
What will it take to embody his fortitude, his courage,  
his boundless love in the midst of a crisis of authority? 
 
On this Fourth Sunday in Easter,  
we know that Jesus is a shepherd who keeps his promises— 
he has already laid down his life for his sheep. 
Now it’s our turn. 
As we heard in the first letter of John: 
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We know love by this that Jesus Christ laid down his life for us—and we 
ought to lay down our lives for one another. 
And here is the biggest question of all: 
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? 
 
Our Good Shepherd is calling and his call is trustworthy, 
and his authority is the only one who has the ultimate claim on our lives. 
 
But we are free, as always to resist; 
we follow what we belong to, what we love. 
Is it Jesus we are following? 
 
 
 


