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 I love this fourth Sunday of Easter: “Good Shepherd Sunday.” 
The problem is that so many of us do not live in or around rural 
areas anymore. So, it becomes more difficult to explain biblical 
farming metaphors, no less see their value for our life. Nevertheless, 
I believe the biblical themes around Shepherd and sheep still carry 
a message that is important for urban and suburban people; a 
message that can help us live more fully into God’s Easter promises 
for us. As for me, stories and artistic images of shepherd and sheep 
have made good on their promises to me since I was a child. Over 
all these years and the many different churches, I have attended 
and served, God’s voice continues to speak to me—in, and through 
images of shepherds and stories of shepherding. And yet, it still 
amazes me that such pastoral images and stories became so central 
to my faith and life. Because you might remember my telling you in 
my first sermon that I grew up in a large inner city. 

 As a child I had little acquaintance with animals except for 
stray dogs and cats, and other critters I encountered on those 
streets.  So, as you might imagine, I was totally ignorant of rural 
farming experiences—until my first-grade teacher gave me a story 
book about a dairy farm. That’s when I learned that milk came from 
cows. And I was horrified. I couldn’t imagine such a thing; I thought 
milk came from milk bottles! This was so disgusting to me I refused 



to drink milk for several days. (My mother was very upset with me.) 
I was probably in third grade when I learned that my winter sweater 
was made from sheep’s wool. And even though I couldn’t imagine 
how a sheep’s coat could become a sweater, this was considerably 
more acceptable to me than a cow giving milk.  

 It was not until I was a young adult that I encountered my 
first living sheep. And it was not a pleasant experience. My husband 
and I were living in the town of Hop Bottom (in rural Susquehanna 
Co. PA). We came to know a gentleman sheep farmer who 
occasionally attended our church. I told him of my love for our 
biblical story of the Good Shepherd, but that I had never 
encountered a live sheep. So, he invited me to experience real sheep 
in a real pasture, sheep who were about to be shorn of their thick, 
heavy coats. What I remember most is the attack on my senses. 
Sheep were dirty and smelly and their coats felt oily, and I couldn’t 
imagine that one day their wool could be turned into fine clothing.  

 But I learned a lot about sheep that day. I learned that they 
are not very smart. I learned that they really do need a modern day 
“shepherd” with acres of fenced in pasture, and a “sheepfold” or 
barn, so they can’t stray or become lost from the flock. I learned 
that sheep are also innocent creatures, vulnerable to many dangers 
in this world that can hurt them or kill them. This is why sheep 
need a shepherd with a good rod and a staff to guide them in their 
wandering and protect them from danger. And I must admit, the 
biblical story of the Good Shepherd became so much richer to me 
as I saw myself in relation to those clueless and unpleasant sheep 
who so desperately needed a shepherd. I was making the 
connection. Deeper study of scripture helped me know why Jesus 
used sheep as a metaphor to describe people like us. 

 I learned that in biblical times a shepherd not only loved his 
sheep, he valued them above all other things in his life. In fact, a 
good shepherd would place himself in harm’s way to protect them; 
he drove away thieves and bandits who tried to steal them. A good 
shepherd would even lay down his life for his sheep, literally. If 
there was no gate at the entrance to the sheepfold, he would lay his 



body across the narrow entrance to keep his sheep from being 
attacked by predators. It is no wonder that in ancient times the 
king of a nation was thought to be as a shepherd because a king 
was expected to guide his people, protect them from danger, and 
provide for their needs. It is also true that from the time of the early 
Church the role of a bishop became that of a shepherd to his 
people. In fact, a shepherd’s crosier (crook) is given to bishops at 
their installation to remind them of their role in shepherding the 
people of their diocese. But the role of shepherding in the church 
does not stop with the bishop.  

 The role of a priests in the Church is to stand in for their 
bishop and assume the role of shepherd for each church in a 
diocese.  And I can tell you from experience that shepherding a 
parish of sheep can be a challenging task. But I also know that if 
you love and value the sheep you have been given to care for the 
task is always greatly rewarding.  

 Even so, the role of shepherding a church does not reside just 
with the priest. This is a role that lay persons assume as members 
of the body of Christ in their own parish, their diocese and in the 
Church at large. You are the shepherds who protect and provide for 
the programs and ministries which care for the people of your 
church, as well as for sheep who are not of this fold, sheep who are 
outside these walls, sheep who live in our community and in our 
world; sheep who wander this world suffering, even dying from the 
injustices of social, political, economic and religious systems that 
do not protect their God-given human rights or provide for their real 
needs. The shepherding gifts of a church are so important, even 
necessary for becoming the church God is calling us to be; you are 
the people who have the most hands-on responsibility for the care 
and nurture of God’s sheep, especially in this sheepfold called 
Trinity Church. Knowing that we are God’s sheep; learning how we 
can also be God’s shepherds for our Church and for our world is 
the Easter message for me in our gospel lessons today.  

 This is the most important message that came to me as a child 
growing up in a church where parishioners who shepherded me 



helped me to hear the voice of our Shepherd and follow him; a 
Shepherd who continues to “bring my wandering spirit when back I 
forsake his ways.” I loved my experience of church because the 
church was so different from the world I was living in. Church was 
a place where I was growing in so many ways which were not 
possible for me at school, or at home, or on the mean streets of the 
city I lived in. Church was a place where I felt valued and cared for. 
I believed that I belonged to the people of that church and they 
belonged to me, because we all belonged to the one who cared most 
about us: our Shepherd. Moreover, I was beginning to realize that 
my experience of God and of my church family were centered in a 
sacred event called Holy Communion. And that event was forming 
us in sacramental relationship. I came to see how sacramental 
relationship makes the Church so different from the world. 

Because it is sacramental relationship which enables our churches 
to become green pastures; pastures which feed us with life-giving 
food and drink to grow our souls and enrich our relationships with 
each other, and with our shepherd, Jesus—in sacred community. It 
occurred to me that biblical shepherds also took a sacramental 
approach to their work. Biblical shepherds knew their sheep by 
name and cared for EACH of them, and ALL of them in community. 
A well cared for flock of sheep would cease their aimless roaming 
and stop bumping into each other. They were able to lie down 
peacefully beside each other. And when it was time for the shepherd 
to lead his sheep to the sheepfold, he knew they would listen to his 
voice. Because it was his voice that called them back to him; his 
voice that kept them safe from the dangers of this world; his voice 
that kept them in his love and care. This is why shepherd and 
sheep metaphors continue to be so important to the church in every 
age. Because sacramental relationship is something the world 
cannot give. Even when the church falls short in nurturing 
sacramental relationship among its members, this still remains the 
standard for our life together.  

 And how differently we treat each other when we live in 
sacramental relationship. How important it is to realize how and 



why the church is so special and necessary to our world. Because 
there are a lot of hurting sheep out there, (and in here). The weight 
of the world and the personal burdens people carry around with 
them are profound. So much so they can cause us to bump into 
each other and create the kinds of suffering, abuse and indignities 
which compromise our very integrity as people of value and worth 
in the eyes of God. Even faithful people who attend church regularly 
get caught up in the dangers and dysfunction of our world. The 
difference is, the voice of our Shepherd keeps calling us back to this 
place to worship to remind us how we are serve his purpose for us 
as his sheep. 

 Which brings me to wonder why fewer people attend church 
these days?  And when they do, I wonder why don’t they stay? And 
sadly, my experience of some of the churches I have attended 
throughout my life tells me that when the church looks too much 
like the world; when the church people are looking for is closed to 
them because of their difference, or is filled with strife because of 
internal disagreement; when a faith community is too self-serving to 
be open to serving others, or too complacent to adapt to new ways 
of being the church in this ever-changing world, then newcomers 
feel they cannot, will not, and even should not be in this place. 
Such churches make it so difficult to hear the voice of our 
Shepherd. 

 Then, again, churches are human institutions. We are prone 
to the faults and shortcomings of our world—SIN. This is why we 
confession is so integral to the personal and collective wellbeing of 
religious community. We can find the message of Easter in the 23rd 
Psalm. We find forgiveness in God’s green and life-giving pastures, 
and we are restored to life and God’s purpose for us in living it. As 
people who belong to the sheepfold of God’s Church, we know the 
church should not look like, or be like the world. Our Good 
Shepherd tells us the church is meant to be a place of still waters 
amid the rivers of our troubled lives, where we can find a way to 
walk through the valleys and shadows of our troubled souls to the 
place where “goodness and mercy” are not difficult to find because 



they follow us wherever we go. Church is meant to be a place of 
green pastures where a table is spread with the bread of life and the 
cup of salvation, and we are refreshed and nourished in 
communion with each other. Church is the place where we 
experience life abundant in sacramental relationship with God and 
with each other.  

There is no doubt that the people of this world need what the 
church has to give. You and I already know that because we are 
these people. On this Sunday of the Good Shepherd, the words and 
images in our scriptures, in our hymns, in our prayers, and our 
sacrament of Great Thanksgiving tell us much about how we are to 
be that church. And important message for our church today is, 
“What voices do we listen to” And while I don’t always hear or listen 
to our Shepherd’s voice, these are the messages I hear in God’s 
Word and Sacrament and in our prayers and music this Sunday of 
the Good Shepherd:  

Become the sheep God created you to be. Do not let the ways of this 
world or the controversies of politics or religion, or any other 
ideology get in the way of doing the work God gives you to do to 
bring his kingdom closer to your heart and to our world. Hold your 
church to a higher standard of living and working together than you 
find in the world. Forgive each other; walk with each other through 
the valleys and shadows of life and death. Share each other’s joys 
and accomplishments. Acknowledge each other’s dignity and worth 
as children of God. Be hospitable and respectful with each other in 
your differences. Shepherd each other in programs and ministries 
which honor and glorify God by the ways they bring us closer to 
him and his purposes for the Church.  And be sure you open the 
doors of this church wide so that all the sheep out there who are 
not in this fold might find their way inside—AND you find your way 
outside to greet them, even be present with them in their world. Let 
newcomers know that this church can make a difference in their 
life, because it is makes a difference in your life. Tell them the 
stories of scripture. Even more, tell them your stories, because your 
stories make the stories of scripture current, and personal, and 



real. Above all, continue to grow in sacramental relationship with 
God and with each other.  

 The Lord is our Shepherd. This is the good news of this fourth 
Sunday in Eastertide. We need only to listen to his voice and follow 
him.  


