Sermon

There' s nothing sentimental about being a shepherd. [Most
of our pastoralists today might operate out of Maajuarie
Stred — but in those days a shepherd was up against it — you
had to be tough to be a shepherd — to look after sheep,
goats, and cdtle and then to make aliving off the land.] To
be agood shepherd meant being tougher than the rest.

Being a shepherd was to be shift-worker except that the
shifts were 24/7. Even today we know that someone who
works the land is never off duty. [Interesting to read in The
Australian | think the survey that showed that Ministers and
Farm Labourers work for the longest hours in Australia
today.]

Being a shepherd meant being alert — reading the weaher,
scanning the horizon, sensing danger, understanding
animals, knowing the wuntry, and so on. Jesus would know
the difference between a good shepherd and some upstart
who fancied himself. | sense that Jesus was not someone
who could be taken for aride very easlly.

But being a good shepherd meant — for all the hardness on
the outside — you had to have asoft core — a heat that reads
animals - like aprofessor reads a book

So when Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd” [Jn 10.117]
He was saying to his listeners and to us, “1 know everyone
of you.” “I understand what makes you tick, | know your
needs, and | sense your feas, your hunger, your thirst. And |
know what to doto proted you and help you.”

Let my just say that again. Did you hea those words from
the Gospel reading? Jesus said, “1 know my own and my
own know me — in the same way that the God aur heavenly
Father knows me and | know the Father.” Listen to those
words. Wherever you are cwming from today — our Lord
knows you — intimately. He caes for you in the dhallenges
of life, in the dedsions you must make, in the problems with
your children, your aging parents, your sadness and so on.
He rejoices with you in your goodtimes. It is he who gives
you the murage and enthusiasmto live.

This is the risen Jesus, the One who met Thomas with all his
doubts; the One who cdled Mary Magdalene by name in her
loneliness and bewilderment; the One who reasaured Peter
when he had let Jesus down; the One who came out of the
shadows to walk alongside two disheatened and perplexed
disciples.

Centuries ealier Isaiah described God as being like a
shepherd to his people [40.11] and then goes onto describe
his grea love for them. *“I know you by name, you are
mine” says the Lord.’ [43.1] Today we hea Jesus edhoing
those words and spe&ing reasaurance to us. “I know
everyone of you.” “l understand what makes you tick, |
know your neads, and | sense your feas, your hunger, your
thirst, and | know what to doto proted you and help you.”

We live in a world today, just as it was in Jesus' day where
people ae exploited, used and abused. It is important we
understand that in his time a well as in our own there were



people who were there to make money rather than look after
the sheep; init for the profit rather than the cmpasson.

“A hired hand” can be the manager, the person chairing the
board medings, or indeed any employee A true or good
shepherd is one who is not there for his own profit. The test
comes when he's faced with a dhoice. When the predators —
scavengers — those with self-interest at heat — come; what
will he do? The false shepherd takes the eay way out. He
deserts the sheep. The true shepherd stays. He is prepared to
die for the sheep.

| cannot help as | read this and refled upon it that thisis the
cdling of priests in the dcurch. The religious and the
“seaular” leaders of his day were cdled shepherds [just like
some religious people today are cdled pastors — means the
same].

Jesus would often make the pont that unike good
shepherds; religious leaders were out of touch — often with
God and with people. They falled to med their spiritual
neeads and they failed to aert people to danger.

Thisis what the Bishop says at the Ordination of a Priest:

Be a pastor after the pattern of Christ the great Shepherd,
who laid down hislife for the sheep.
Be a teacher taugtt by the Lord in the wisdom of haliness
Lead the people of God as a servant of Christ.
Love and servethe people with whom you work,
caring dike for young and &d, rich and poo, weak
andstrong

Neve forget how great atreasureis placed in your care:
the Church you must serveis Christ's gpouse and bod,
purchased at the st of his own life.

Remember that you will be alled to gve accourt before
Jesus Christ: if it shodd come abou that the Church, or
any of its members, is hurt or hindered as a result of your
negligence, you know the greatness of the fault and the
judgement that will follow. Therefore apdy yourself with
diligence and care, and fashion your life and ministry in
accordancewith Christ’s example.

It is adaunting cdl — but one before God we have chosen. It
Is aso in some lesser extent the cdli ng of Jesus upon all he
knows and loves. Didn’t he dso say, “Love one another as |
have loved you’ ?[Jn 13.34]

Jesus is only partly being religious when he's geaking
about being a good shepherd. There ae edwes in this
reading of one of the most solemn chapters of the OIld
Testament — Ezekiel 34 — where kings, rulers, indead priests
and prophets are denounced as unfaithful and corrupt rulers:
feeding themselves not the shee, working for profit rather
than the good d the flock. "You have not strengthened the
weak, you hare not healed the sick, you have not bound up
the injured, you hase not brough back the strayed, you
have nat souglt the lost" [Ezekiel 34.4]. They are warned
that God is their judge.

That's predsely the point that Peter is making before a
crowd o people who included the High Priest and the High



Priest’s family. He acases them of crucifying Jesus — the
good shepherd. They too are now gulty before God — for
putting to deah the One who is the Good Shepherd.

But we real here in John's gospel that it is more than being
put to deah by evil people; Jesus lays down his life for the
sheep. He defends them even at the aost of his own life.
What does that mean?

It means this: that you and | are in gea danger. There ae
many ways we ca livein life — but the danger is that as we
go through life we becme more and more self-centred,
turned in on ourselves and then we think the world should
revolve aound us. We forget our common humanity. Jesus
knew this danger and he was determined that he would
show us that God redly cares about us — even if people
abuse God's love and put him to deah. We ae in danger
because of the hired hands — waiting to molest and harm us.

That's what the aossof Jesusis all about. God s love flying
like aflag over the dl world and all the people that God has
made and loves. It’s like arallying paint for us all. We ae
not forgotten — there’ s the sign— just look.

But Jesus is aso, “the one who bah lays down hislife and
then takes it again.” We know that not only does he dedare
himself to be the good shepherd — through self-saaifice he
Is the good shepherd who has conquered deah.

It isthrough hsrisen life that we ae known by him.

You and | are known and loved by God — even if we don’t
redise it, or are not aware of it, still it is true. The God who
put the universe in place who formed the planets and who
ordered the snowflakes and the flowers also knows you and
me and he caes about us.

Then he proteds us and defends us. A shepherd would
collea the shee put them in a pen and then lie acossthe
gate so that no shey could get in or out without disturbing
him. Even the good shepherd cannot shelter us from every
thing that might afflict us — but he knows about it and the
moment he heas our cdl for help he' s there.

In Psalm 23 [set for today] David — the writer — who had
been a shepherd himself says that when he walks through he
valley of the shadow of deah the good Lord is there with his
rod and staff to comfort him.

In a few minutes we will sing the hymn “The King of Love
my Shepherd is” which is based on this Psalm.

This hymn was written by the Revd Sir Henry Willi ams
Baker [1822—- 1877. He was Redor of the Hereford vill age
of Monkland, a hymn writer and complier of the main
hymnbook d the Angican Communion in the 19th & 20th
Centuries Hymns Ancient and Modern.

Taking the words of Psalm 23 he turns them from a Hebrew
Psalm of confidence in God, into a hymn that ceebrates the
work of Jesus and aur fell owship with God through Christ in
the sacaments.



He begins by reaognising the majesty and compasson of
God in the striking juxtapasition of King and Shepherd. The
constancy of God is cdebrated and God s never-failing love
asared. The quiet waters of Psalm 23 lecome astream of
living water, picking yo the promise of Jesus we head in the
Gospel last week [John4.10-14].

The third verse inserts into the ancient psalm the parable
told by Jesus of the shepherd who goes to seek the lost
sheeg [Luke 15.4-6]. However, it is not a sheg that has
strayed, but it is | who have wandered, been found and
caried home. It was these words of truth and comfort which
Henry Baker quietly repeaed as he lay dying.

These words leal us confidently to the aossof Jesus which
leads the way through deah to the assurance and hope of
heaven beyond. This is not poetic licence but a reminder of
the words of Jesus who says, “I am the good shepherd. The
good shepherd lays down hs life for the shee.” [John
10.11]

The richnessof the hymn continues in a new image where &
in the psalm, the Shepherd becomes the gradous host. Here,
though he welcomes us to the heavenly banquet of which
the Eucharistic feast is a marvellous preparation. More than
static symbadls of bread and wine, Henry Baker conveys the
power of the inward and spiritual graceof the saaament in
the phrase Thy urction gracebestoweth. Unction is literally
an anointing with oil and in Scripture it is often a sign of
God's girit feeding or giving dfts to a person for their
ministry [1 Samuel 16.13].

The last verse brings us badk to the unfailing goodness of
God, not only for the length of this life but also to the
certainty of beingwith hm forever.

The good shepherd not only keeps his eye on the sheg — he
makes himself visible so that the sheg can come to him.
Just like he did to Mary Magdalene in the garden or the
disciples on the road to Emmaus. He comes to us and in the
words of the old hymn; “He walks with me and fe talks
with me and re tells me | am his own.”

It takes courage to live our lives to the full —responsibly and
in deg love with God and service to our brothers and
sisters. In just the same way — it took courage for the God
who knows us and loves us — to be our good shepherd.

And God wants us to hea his voice to talk to him so that he
can walk with us on our life's journey and then finally
welcome us into his house for ever.

Let us pray

Jesus, good shepherd of the sheep,
by whom the lost are sought

and guded into the fold:

feed us and we shall be satisfied,
hed us and we shall be whole,

and lead us that we may be with you,
bath now and for ever. Amen



