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Old St. Joseph’s Church, Philadelphia

4  Easter C (“Good Shepherd”) – 4-25-10


[9:30 a.m.: As pastor, I want to extend a special word of welcome and congratulations to the 20 very special sheep of this flock who will join us for the first time today at the Lord’s table as they make their first communion.  Welcome, too, to all their family and friends; and a special welcome to Deacon Dan DeLuca, who joins us again today, as he did last year, to give communion to another of his granddaughters.  He tells me that there is one more, so we will see him again in about two years!]


We heard a lot of sheep talk in our Scripture readings this morning/evening.  We sang: “We are his people, the sheep of his flock.”  And in the Gospel, Jesus said: “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life, they shall never perish, and no one can take them out of my hand.”  We actually hear readings like these every 4th Sunday of Easter; which is why it is known as Good Shepherd Sunday.


But WHY would Jesus call us sheep, and refer to himself as out shepherd?  I feel sure that it was much clearer to the people in Jesus’ time, who had an easy familiarity with sheep and shepherds in their culture and their daily lives.  Even the parishioners here at OSJ in the early decades, during the 1700s, would regularly have seen livestock right here in the city; and I have been told that below what is now South Street was all farmland at that time.  But since most of us do NOT rub elbows with sheep OR shepherds, I thought it might help a bit if I did some research and shared it with you.

 
First of all, let me speak in defense of sheep.  I have heard people claim say that they are stupid, but apparently they are no more so than other common farm animals.  What they are, though, is defenseless, timid, and very dependent.   Left on their own, they don’t do very well.  Why?

Well, first off, as herd animals, they are better followers than leaders.  Most of them are not very independent thinkers, but tend to follow the group.  The herd, in its turn, will follow whoever takes charge.  Modern Christian shepherd, W. Philip Keller, explains that this may often be a tough old ewe who bullies the others into yielding the shade or the water or the best grass to her.  We speak of a “pecking order” within a flock of chickens; with sheep, it is more proper to speak of a “butting order.”  But yes, in sheep society as in human society, there are conflicts of will and jealousies, and often the weak and the fearful will yield to the meanest and toughest sheep.  

Apparently, sheep are also stubborn, and often fail to learn from mistakes.  Thus, if an “alpha” or leader sheep has bad habits – like squeezing under the fence to where the grass seems greener – often enough the follower sheep will copy those same bad habits, and so place themselves at risk.  Which leads to another characteristic: sheep are fearful and timid.  We speak about “fraidy-cats”; but maybe it would be better to speak of “fraidy-sheep”!  They are hgh-strung, timid, nervous creatures – very prone to panic – and unfortunately, they take their cues from one another on this score as well.

Again, to be fair, sheep have reason to be wary and fearful; because they are not much equipped to defend themselves.  Their teeth are not sharp, but are designed only for chewing grass.  Sheep have no claws, but only tiny cloven hooves; and these are not useful for self-defense either, because healthy sheep are fat, and they are further weighed down by a full coat of wool; so their balance is not all that great.  As a result, they can’t easily rear up on their hind legs, say, to defend themselves with their front hooves.  They also can’t run very fast or very far.  All of this makes them easy prey for coyotes, wild dogs, and even human sheep stealers.


More challenges.  Sheep cannot find healthy food and clean water very well on their own.  They tend to overfeed the same “favorite spots” until all vegetation dies there; and they can’t figure out how to move on in search of richer pastureland.  Since they often graze in rugged, hot terrain like the Middle East, they fall victim to frequent wounds, bruises, diseases and insect parasites.  And worst of all for their dignity…  Remember the kid in the movie A Christmas Story who is wearing a heavy snow suit, and when the bullies push him down, he can’t get up again, because the snow suit is so bulky?  Well, sheep are prone to a similar problem because of their bulky, heavy coat of wool.  If a sheep falls over, it may literally be unable to right itself.  It will panic and struggle, and eventually it will die – if not from a predator, then from heat stroke and exhaustion.

I trust, by now, you begin to see the importance of a good shepherd.  For a conscientious shepherd, his or her sheep represent his or her livelihood, so she or he looks after them with great care.  Moreover, since the job is 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, a good shepherd also comes to know and love each of his or her sheep.  So as to be able to identify his or her own sheep, even at a distance, the shepherd puts an “earmark” on each of them – that is, the shepherd cuts a unique notch, rather like a cattle brand, into one of each sheep’s ears.  This mark makes clear to all comers that a particular sheep belongs to a particular shepherd.

Shepherds are never off duty.  They learn to sleep with one eye and both ears open.  They know and inspect each individual sheep multiple times each day.  A good shepherd puts an end to jealousy, conflicts and power struggles within the flock by establishing him or herself as the undisputed leader and guide – the ultimate “alpha sheep,” if you will.  It is the shepherd who leads – actually, who drives the flock – to green pastures.  There, of course, they find health and happiness; but they would not ever get there on their own.


The shepherd finds clean water for the sheep – and also still water, because if water is too noisy and turbulent – say, in a running, gurgling brook – it makes the sheep anxious and they won’t approach it to drink.  The good shepherd constantly inspects the fleece of each sheep, and continually provides dips, ointments, and cooling shade to get rid of insect bites, and to prevent further infestation.  Lastly, the shepherd carries a rod, which she or he uses to establish authority and to discipline the unruly, as well as to defend the flock from predators.  The shepherd also carries a “crook,” which in addition to serving as a walking staff, can also be used to lift lost lambs back to their mother, or to catch and guide wanderers and strays.  And of course, when sheep fall over and can’t get up, the shepherd finds them and literally sets them back up on their feet.  

Is the image of Jesus as Good Shepherd and us as his sheep making any more sense by now?  Like sheep, we humans don’t always manage very well on our own.  We may follow others who seem more bold or powerful rather than thinking and deciding for ourselves.  We may fall prey to mob rule and to panic.  So we need someone to take charge – someone whom we know and trust to care for us with love.  When we are small children, we look to parents for this; and after all, Jesus used that image, too, inviting us to call God “Father.”  But as we grow older, we need another Someone who knows us, who has put his special mark on us (at baptism), and so has made us his own.


The Good News today is that Jesus is the Good Shepherd, who knows and loves us.  He can (and will) protect us from bullying and strife, comfort us when we are afflicted, and give our life direction and purpose – taking us away from our own foolish whims, and leading us where we need to go for our own good, and that of others.  It is Jesus who can calm our fears, defend us from those who would do us harm, and pick us up and sets us on our feet when we stumble and fall. 

While sheep don’t need the special rich food of green pastures ALL the time, they do need it occasionally to grow and thrive.  So that is why Jesus has “prepared a table for us in the sight of our foes.”  This morning Jesus, the Good Shepherd, invites (invited) 20 special young people to feast at this table for the first time – to share with them himself, his Body and Blood, as special, nourishing food and drink for life.  The Eucharist offers us a foretaste of the eternal peace and joy which we hope one day to experience around the heavenly throne of the Lamb.  At the Eucharist, we become one with the risen Christ, even as he is one with the Father.  

But we must first reclaim our baptism, when we were “earmarked” as Jesus’ own.  Do I really believe that I belong to the Good Shepherd?  Do I trust him, and feel safe in his loving care?  If so, I can approach the Supper of the Lamb with confidence, joy, and gratitude – which is, of course, what the word “Eucharist” means.  And we can sing in our hearts as we sang earlier in Psalm 100: “The Lord is God, he made us, we are his people, the flock that he tends.”
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