April 22, 2018 – Easter-2 Good Shepherd Sunday
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

The OT Lesson: Exodus 20:1-21; Psalm 23; The Epistle: 1 Peter 2:19-25; The Gospel:  St John 10:11-16.

The 40 days of Eastertide span the time Jesus remained on earth before His Ascension: to teach the disciples - & us today - about the meaning of Resurrection life.  This Resurrection life changed the disciples from fearful followers into bold & courageous witnesses to Jesus - Disciples who became Apostles, sent by God, in the power of the HS, to evangelize the world.  The miracle of this transformation was brought about through Christ’s teaching, from Holy Scriptures, & then Communion with His disciples, as we saw at Emmaus on Easter Sunday evening. 
The double Ministry of Word & Sacrament brought into focus God’s plan of salvation.  3yrs of teaching & following Jesus now fell into place through Christ’s post-Resurrection Ministry.  The disciples transitioned from mere followers to Christ’s agents who continued their Master’s Ministry w/o His daily tangible & detailed guidance.  The principles of the Resurrection life are illustrated in Jesus’ model of the Good Shepherd caring for His sheep - the theme appointed for the 2nd Sunday after Easter.
In past years, we reflected on the Shepherd & sheep in Biblical times.  These images are no longer familiar to us.  The fact is that we have little, if any, personal knowledge of Shepherds & sheep.  We may see sheep occasionally in pastures by the road side.  We may even remember Sunday School pictures of a kindly Shepherd holding a lamb, surrounded by sheep in a beautiful green landscape.  But that’s about it.  
And yet, Psalm 23 (KJV) is the best-known & loved of all psalms - words of comfort, & tender care, reserved for times of special needs (funerals).  Jesus’ identification with the Good Shepherd can teach us even about modern life, when our familiarity with shepherding is limited.  
John 10:11 begins with Jesus identifying with the Good Shepherd - 1 of 7 “I AM” declarations (Bread of life; true Vine; door; Light of the world; Resurrection& Life; Way, Truth, & Life) - all of them important aspects of His Work & Mission.  The Bible presents 7 Shepherd types: Abel, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Dvd, the 6th is the Idol Shepherd (Zech 11 foreshadowing the predicted evil anti-christ), & the final, the perfect 7th Shepherd - Jesus (note John’s amazing heptatic structures throughout his Gospel).

 So HOW does Jesus the Good Shepherd inform our Resurrection life today?  We remember that sheep are helpless animals - they need a Shepherd because they are prone to wander & dependent on their guide - a picture of the universal human condition.  But they are harmless, useful, & ritually pure animals in danger from predators - wolves, bears, & even false Shepherds.  Verse 12 speaks of Hired Hands who abandon the flock, who disperse, rather than gather them, unwilling to risk their own skin.  They flee in times of danger.  

We treasure Psalm 23 because we can easily identify with sheep.  The Bible often makes that comparison (Venite “For He is the Lord our God & we are the people of His pasture & the sheep of His hand”) - “all we, like sheep” indeed...
But in our need, God provides, “I shall not want” - verse 1.  G Campell Morgan, 1863-1945, called Psalm 23 “an unruffled song of rest” - God’s Grace providing calm & peace.  Against weariness, The Good Shepherd leads into green pastures for rest - verse 2 - He leads us beside “still waters”, Coverdale: “the waters of comfort”.  And yet, He doesn’t “spoon-feed” us - in the “green pastures” we still need to graze & feed on His provisions, rather than neglect His gifts.

Verse 3 - He restores our souls - on Pleasant Paths - on Paths of Righteousness, we find joy for His Name’s sake.  The Old Testament Lesson tabulates the 10 commandments, given to Israel, as we see them in this sanctuary in Hebrew high above - the path of righteousness for people of all times.  The Law is written on 2 tables, the 1st to establish a right relationship with God (commandments 1-4), because God is the source of all blessings & strength to love Him with all our Being – heart, mind, soul, & strength..  
The 2nd table (commandments 5-10) is about righteous human relationships, honoring people because God created them in His own image.  This table is mostly prohibitions (murder, lying, adultery, stealing) but also positive commandments, like honoring mothers & fathers, with special blessings for those who do so.  The last of the 10 commandments is a warning against sins of the heart – coveting - because sins of the heart always lead to sins in deed..

The 2 tables are like the 2 pillars at the Temple in J’lem, the Boaz (Strength, Quickness) & the Jachin (“He will Establish”).  That strength & setting up, that Boaz & Jachin are also the symbols for the Shepherd’s Rod & Staff - God’s instruments of discipline (weapon) & Help (like an extended hand).

The 10 commandments are God’s universal standard of holiness, both for discipline & raising up.  No human could ever live up perfectly to that standard, although the Pharisees thought they could.  But the fact is that 1 sin alone against the infinite holiness of God is sufficient to merit eternal condemnation.  St Paul tells us that the 10 commandments are our teacher - the mirror to show us as “poor miserable sinners” in need of God’s Mercy.  God alone can save sinners & has provided altars & sacrifice for sin from the beginning of mankind (>300 times in Bible).  God’s Son Himself alone would become the worthy sacrifice needed to propitiate the demands of divine justice.  When we appear before God as our judge, we can claim Christ’s perfect righteousness as our own because He promised that all who repent & come to Him in faith will have eternal life - life with our Good Shepherd.

Psalm 23:4 then speaks of times of testing - passing through “the valley of the shadow of death” (deep dark valley).  But the Good Shepherd’s presence stills our fears.  He anoints our head with oil - v5 - the oil that keeps insects & parasites at bay.  The symbolism also suggests that Jesus protects our head as the seat of mind & understanding from attack by demonic visions, ideas, & fashions.  Many churches today urgently need the ministration of the Good Shepherd lest they stray from God’s revealed Word in the Bible.  The undermining of the authority of God’s Word is the favorite method of false Shepherd to secretly mix in the leaven of corrosive secular culture into the Church.  But God’s anointing with oil can keep these demonic flies from attacking & stinging. 

Those who endure - v6 - will find goodness & mercy throughout their lives.  They delight to dwell in God’s house forever - God’s gift of His Church.  
Now, the Shepherd-sheep metaphor has another important lesson for us & for the Resurrection life to which Jesus calls us.  Jesus, the Good Shepherd, is shown - all too often - almost as a Private Shepherd - a Shepherd “just for me”.  If you think this an exaggeration, consider the words to a popular hymn, found in many hymnals United Methodist Hymnal #314, almost all Baptist, but not Anglican hymnal include it - do you know it?
“I come to the garden alone, While the dew is still on the roses,  And the voice I hear, falling on my ear, The Son of God discloses.  And He walks with me, & He talks with me, And He tells me I am His own, And the joy we share as we tarry there, None other has ever known.”

Now, some of this is clearly poetic hyperbole.  But a Good Shepherd doesn’t wander alone with His 1 favorite sheep into the morning dew to admire the roses.  He’s got work to do - taking care of All His Sheep, including Me & You.   Also, the Good Shepherd doesn’t provide a joy that “none other has ever known”  to any single sheep.  What this hymn, & many other “Jesus & Me”-type hymns, lacks is Both the Personal & Communal relationship between both Shepherd & sheep.  The sheep benefit & enjoy the relationship with the Good Shepherd AND with one another - that’s what Church is about - there are no solitary Christians. 
Jesus is the Good Shepherd who lays down His life for all His sheep - plural.  His self-sacrifice brings peace for the sheep with the Shepherd & among themselves.  In fact - verse 16 - Jesus declared that He has still other sheep that are not of “this fold” - they are not only Anglicans, but perhaps also Lutherans, Methodists, Congregationalists, Baptists, Roman Catholics - together they form One flock under One chief Shepherd.  It is not for us to decide whether Mormons, Unitarians, Jehovah’s witnesses are included in Christ’s flock.  Jesus has placed us into our particular flock, where we need to be faithful to our Good Shepherd & avoid becoming dispersed by “hired hands” & antagonize other sheep. 

Jesus offers a relationship that is deeply personal & also communal - not a joy that “none other has ever known”.  Christ sent out His disciples to Share Him & the good news of salvation with all other sheep willing to hear, even as He personally cares & guides them through God the HS.  And so, I would edit the Garden hymn into something like this:
I come to the meadow to feed, while the dew is still on the pasture,  And the voice I hear, from our Lord so dear, reveals to us Jesus our Pastor.  
And he walks with us, and he talks with us, & He tells us we are His own.   And the joy we find, as our spirits bind, is the best that can ever be known.  AMEN. 
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