Pre:

Last week Candy talked about how God nurtures us with a mother’s love. 


Today I want to use another familiar analogy about God and how God cares for us and guides us and nurtures us. And this is the image of the shepherd with his sheep. 


The passages that we will read are quite familiar, first Psalm 23, where David speaks of the Lord as our Shepherd (and he should know, because he was a shepherd, too) and then a portion of John 10, where Jesus talks about himself as the good shepherd. And of course the lens through which we want to view these passages, is the eyes of a sheep. So, put on your wooly blankets and listen to these words from God’s Word. 

The Lord is My Shepherd

Psalm 23, John 10:1-10


Most of you know that Eric and I have a very animal friendly home. That’s why squirrels come to the back door, asking for peanuts while the blue jays sit on the railing yelling about the fact that no peanuts have been put out for them yet. It’s why a few weeks ago, a hummingbird looked in the window as if to ask why we had not put his feeder out yet.


That’s why three years ago, a Rhode Island Red rooster (named “Rooster”) wandered up to the front door has been a part of the family ever since. And I suppose that is why a couple of weeks ago a mama raccoon had her babies up in our attic. (What she doesn’t know is that she will be asked to leave very soon.) 


And Gracie, the chocolate Lab known to most of you, laughs at them all because of course she gets to actually live in the house with us and go with us pretty much everywhere. 


This connection with animals is really important to me, partly because they are God’s creatures too and they each have a part to play in the ecology of the earth, but also because they have so much to teach us about ourselves. 


The writers of the Bible certainly recognized that. Various animals show up in the Bible frequently: the animals on the ark, the big fish that swallowed Jonah, the sparrow and the swallow that find a home in God’s house, and many more. And the animals that seem to show up most often are the sheep. 


Eric and I don’t have any sheep in our back yard (yet), but I did grow up with sheep, so they are somewhat dear to my heart. I can close my eyes and see the little spring lambs ganging together and running and jumping in what seems like a lamb ballet. I can smell the moist sheepy smell of wool ready to be sheared off in the spring. I can see a row of sheep lined up by a fence looking for a hole to stick their head through to see if the grass really is greener on the other side. 


Sheep are often thought to resemble humans (or vice versa), and there are a few similarities. That greener grass thing, for one. It always looks better on the other side. And sheep are very gregarious. They flock together. And the whole group tends to go with the leader—and very often the leader is simply the one who moves first (and everybody goes along!).  People often think of sheep as dumb animals. But I think it’s not so much a lack of intelligence as it is a lack of street smarts. And that, along with their somewhat substantial bulk, makes them vulnerable. They are easy targets for thieves and predatory animals. 


There are some mountain sheep that are well adapted to life in the wild, but the common ordinary sheep that you and I know about, need a great deal of support and help in order to survive and to thrive. They need a shepherd. 

Back where I come from we didn’t have shepherds. We had fences that more or less kept the sheep in the general area where we wanted them to be. In Scotland, border collies herd the sheep to keep them in line. In the open prairies of the west, ranchers may use dogs or horses or even helicopters to direct the sheep. But in the culture of Israel (and this is still true today) there is a very personal relationship that develops between the shepherd and his sheep. They recognize his voice and know his face. And he knows each one of his own sheep by their appearance, and by name. The shepherd does not herd the sheep nor drive them. He leads them, and they follow, because they trust him. 


The 23rd Psalm reflects this close relationship between sheep and shepherd. 
This Psalm is so familiar! Does a picture spring to mind when you read or even think about Psalm 23? Sheep are contentedly grazing beside a quiet pool of water. The sun is shining, the shepherd is quietly sitting on a rock, watching the sheep, balancing his shepherd’s crook on his knee (he looks a little bored). This kind of image picks up on much of the imagery that David gives us in the Psalm. Green pastures, still waters, ample provision, life in abundance. And it’s a wonderful picture. But for us who live in a technologically driven and troubled world, this idyllic picture of sheep and shepherd may seem somewhat out of touch with our own reality. 
But let’s take a closer look. The idyllic picture that comes to mind with the mention of Psalm 23 often leaves out the darker images lurking around the edges: the valley of the shadow of death, the enemies ready to shoot from behind a rock.  These dangers are not missed by the eagle eye of the shepherd, though. He sees everything, and his rod and staff are at the ready to strike out at any enemy that might dare encroach upon his flock.  That’s why the sheep can graze safely even though the enemy is so near.

Jesus’ parable in John 10 shows a similar picture. We see sheep secure in their nighttime enclosure, with the shepherd guarding and protecting. In the pen, all is secure. But around the edges are the bandits, the strangers, the ones who have come to steal and kill and destroy. 


These competing images of abundance and danger, comfort and threat, bring these passages more clearly into our own life where every day brings its own stresses and hazards and where around every corner lurks another bill collector or another huckster or another master manipulator trying to squeeze the life out of us. 

 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy, said Jesus. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly. 

That word abundantly means “overflowing to excess” which is very like the overflowing cup of Psalm 23. 


The message in both of our sheep and shepherd passages becomes quite clear and simple with this statement about abundance. Abundance is not about material possessions. It’s not about health and wealth. It’s about a relationship that gives life. God has created a wonderful world and has given you a place in it. Like the sheep of Psalm 23, you are safe even in the presence of your enemies and even in the shadow of death. Like the sheep of John 10, you are called by name and protected from the dangers of the night.  


And there’s only one thing that you need to do. Stay with the shepherd. Stay within the protection and guidance of that relationship.

It’s not always easy. The voice of the stranger and the voice of the thief can be very seductive. Such voices in our time will try to get you to seek abundance through accumulation.  And they will entice you to follow other leaders, away from the shepherd. But don’t be fooled by the slick advertising. Stay with the shepherd. 

There’s a story about a busload of tourists traveling through Israel. Their guide had told them about the shepherd leading the sheep, so imagine their surprise when they saw out their bus window a man driving a flock of sheep with a big menacing stick. Of course they asked their guide what was up. This was not the peaceful picture that had been described to them. What is going on? they asked. We thought the shepherd leads the sheep.


That’s not the shepherd, the guide said. That’s the butcher.
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