
 
  
 

 We’re getting excited about our granddaughter coming to visit in about three 
weeks. Oh, and Caleb and Ryoko are coming as well. So, I’ve been looking through the 
stockpile of children’s books we have all ready for her arrival and ran across one I want 
to share with you. The distance to see pictures is a little far, so I invite you to use your 
imagination. 
 
 The Runaway Bunny, by Margaret Wise Brown 
 
 Once there was a little bunny who wanted to run away. 
 So he said to his mother, “I am running away.” 
 “If you run away,” said his mother, “I will run after you. 
 For you are my little bunny.” 
 
 “If you run after me,” said the little bunny, 
 “I will become a fish in a trout stream 
 and I will swim away from you.” 
 
 “If you become a fish in a trout stream,” said his mother, 
 “I will become a fisherman and I will fish for you.” 
 
 “If you become a fisherman,” said the little bunny, 
 “I will become a rock on the mountain, high above you.” 
 
 “If you become a rock on the mountain high above me,” 
 said his mother, “I will be a mountain climber, 
 and I will climb to where you are.” 
 
 “If you become a mountain climber,” 
 said the little bunny, 
 “I will be a crocus in a hidden garden.” 
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 “If you become a crocus in a hidden garden,” 
 said his mother, “I will be a gardener, and I will find you.” 
 
 “If you are a gardener and find me,” 
 said the little bunny, “I will be a bird 
 and fly away from you.” 
 
 “If you become a bird and fly away from me,” 
 said his mother, “I will be a tree that you come home to.” 
 
 And so it goes, with the little bunny becoming a sailboat and a flying trapeze artist 
in the circus, and his mother at each turn becoming whatever she needs to be to find him. 
Finally, the little bunny says: 
  
  “I will become a little boy 
 and run into a house.” 
 
 “If you become a little boy and run into a house,” 
 said the mother bunny, “I will become your mother 
 and catch you in my arms and hug you.” 
 
 “Shucks,” said the bunny, “I might just as well 
 stay where I am and be your little bunny.” 
 And so he did. 
 “Have a carrot,” said the mother bunny.  
 
 I think this story is so beloved because children, deep down, have a need for the 
security of knowing that no matter how far they may wander, they are known and loved. 
A good parent takes the risks parenting requires, changes into first this and then that, so 
that the child would know he is wanted, she is claimed, loved, no matter what. 
 
 Several years ago, one of our college students at the time was joking with me in 
Wilson Hall. I asked if he was staying out of trouble. He said there was no way he could 
get in trouble because his father would know right away. “How would he know?” I asked. 
“He would hear it in my voice.” 
 
 You know those relationships, right? The kind where you can’t get two words out 
and the other person knows if you’re happy or sad or troubled or in trouble. I have a 
friend who said that within micro-seconds on the phone her mother could hear in the tone 
and inflection and emotional energy in her voice whether things were okay or not. 



 She said, “I lived in the sure knowledge that if I were ever in serious trouble, she 
would come looking. To the other side of the world, through burning sands and in 
deepest jungles, she would have tried to find me. And in the same way that I know what 
my response would be on behalf of my children, I know that she would have given her 
life for mine.”1 
 
 If it is so for us as parents and spouses and friends, how much more for God? In 
Ezekiel 34, God declares through the prophet that the shepherds of Israel have failed the 
people. They enrich themselves on the backs of the people.  
 

The LORD says, “You have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the 
sick, you have not bound up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you have 
not sought the lost, but with force and harshness you have ruled them.”  

 
In a remarkable declaration, God announces through the prophet, “I myself will 

search for my sheep, and will seek them out…I will rescue them…I will feed them on the 
mountains of Israel, by the watercourses…I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep…I 
will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured and I 
will strengthen the weak…” 
 
 And what makes a shepherd good? Only one thing, it appears. The shepherd is 
willing to “lay down his life.” This is typically understood to mean Jesus’ death on the 
cross, but the more literal meaning of the word translated “lay down one’s life” means “to 
risk one’s life.” The hired hand has no investment in the sheep, so at the first sign of 
danger, he runs away, unwilling to risk. But the good shepherd risks his life protecting 
the sheep. Why? Because they are his own. And in this way Jesus fulfills the words of 
Ezekiel – in him, God is shepherding God’s own. 
 
 So far, it all sounds rather nice. It is good to be known this way, cared for this 
deeply, to know the good shepherd claims us. But lest we get caught up in a kind of 
sentimental reading of the text, we are reminded of just how far God will go to care for 
us. The cross looms in this story, and we, who have such a propensity to wander, are 
witnesses to the lengths God will go to bring us home. 
 
 We have been reminded in recent weeks of the cost of being known so well. Anne 
Keener recalled for us on Easter sunrise that when Mary hears her name, she speaks no 
longer of “the” Lord, but now “my” Lord, and in that change in pronouns is both a great 
comfort and a great calling. Her life will never be the same. Likewise, our senior 

                                                 
1 From a paper shared at Lectio Jubilate, a preaching group to which I once belonged, January, 2006. 



preachers last week challenged us to remember that God calls imperfect people, that in 
fact God calls incredibly flawed people, and God has faith in them, in us, that God 
qualifies us.  
 
 Because the church hears the voice of the shepherd and is claimed as his own in 
the waters of baptism, because God has called and qualified us in this claiming, then we 
are called to share in the vocation of the shepherd. The church of Jesus Christ, his body, 
is empowered by his Spirit to the call of seeking, rescuing, feeding, binding up, and 
strengthening.  
 
 The good shepherd risks love, and we as a church are called to join in that risky 
love – a love that causes us to go out into the world with the same mind that was in Christ 
Jesus, who emptied himself for the sake of the sheep. 
 
 Today we are celebrating the Sacrament of Baptism at 11:00. Like the children’s 
story that began this sermon, I pray all those who pass through these waters know 
themselves pursued by a love that risks all for their sake. And then, from that wondrous 
and deep foundation, I pray all who pass through these waters find the courage that 
comes from the good shepherd to follow in his risky, life-giving way in the world. The 
world continues to starve for the ministry of the shepherd, for the home he offers. Let us 
go boldly, without fear, to join in his life-giving work. Amen.   
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