Fourth Sunday of Easter – John 10:11-18

“The Shepherd in the Shack” – Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

A pastor was taking a group of parishioners on a tour of the Holy Land. As they rode the bus across the countryside he read them the part on the good shepherd and explained to them that they would see shepherds on the hillsides just as in Jesus' day. He described how, in the Holy Land, shepherds always lead their sheep, always walking in front to face dangers, always protecting the sheep by going ahead of them. He barely got the last word out when, sure enough, they rounded a corner and saw a man and his sheep on the hillside. There was only one problem: the man wasn't leading the sheep. No, he was behind the sheep and seemed to be chasing them. The pastor was embarrassed. He stopped the bus and ran over to the fence and said to the man, "I always thought shepherds in this region led their sheep -- out in front. And I told my people that a good shepherd never chases his sheep." The man replied, "That's absolutely true... you're absolutely right... but I'm not the shepherd, I'm the butcher!"
Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd.” I have a picture in mind of Jesus holding a lamb in his arms, or perhaps carrying it around his neck. While that may be a comforting image to many of us, I would also guess that most of us have little idea what a shepherd does. Jesus tells us three things that make a good shepherd. A good shepherd knows his sheep. A good shepherd cares for his sheep. And a good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep. 
A shepherd knows his sheep. How many of you have spent time on a farm? Several years ago I spent a month on a good friend’s dairy farm. The first day my friend showed me the Holstein cows that I would help to milk. He called them all by name. I was impressed how he could tell them apart. They all looked the same to me. “Oh you’ll get to know them and they’ll get to know you,” he said to me. He was right. By the end of the month I could call all the cows by name. I even knew got to know their personalities and whose tail to watch out for. There’s nothing like a wet cow tail slapped across your face. I knew those cows and the cows knew me because we had spent time together. It’s the same with a shepherd. A shepherd knows his sheep because they have spent time together. 

Popular author Barbara Brown Taylor tells of a conversation she had with a friend who grew up on a sheep farm in the Midwest. According to him, sheep are not dumb at all. "It is the cattle ranchers who are responsible for spreading that ugly rumor, and all because sheep do not behave like cows. Cows are herded from the rear by hooting cowboys with cracking whips, but that will not work with sheep at all. Stand behind them making loud noises and all they will do is run around behind you, because they prefer to be led. You push cows, but you lead sheep, and they will not go anywhere that someone else does not go first. Their shepherd goes ahead of them to show them that everything is all right." Sheep know their shepherd and their shepherd knows them.
Isn’t it comforting to know that God knows you and calls you by name? In the waters of baptism God claims you and makes you a child of God. God knows you inside and out, even better than you know yourself. He knows your gifts and strengths, how you are put together. He also knows your flaws and defects, your weaknesses and temptations. We can’t fool God by pretending to be something we are not. We can’t hide any secrets from God. This is why it’s important to say the second thing about a good shepherd. Jesus said that a good shepherd cares for his sheep. Not only does God know us. God also cares for us. 
Several years ago I visited good friends who were raising sheep on their farm. It was lambing season and they had to watch for new lambs around the clock. My friend would go out in the middle of the night with a flashlight to walk the pasture and find any lambs who had just been born. He found that if he could feed them in the first few hours they would survive much better. I’ll never forget that image of him walking wearily through the dark in search of newborn lambs, and then pumping nourishment into their stomachs. 

God loves you. God wants to provide for you and protect you. A good shepherd cares for his sheep, unlike the hired hand who really only cares about getting a paycheck. And even though God knows all our sins and faults, he still loves us, ready to forgive our sins and invite us into his embrace. 


There’s a third thing Jesus said that defines a good shepherd. A good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep. In the face of danger a good shepherd won’t run away to save his own skin. He puts his life on the line to protect his sheep from predators that would kill them. Isn’t that what Jesus did for us on the cross, died to save us from the power of sin and death? 
That reminds me of another shepherd in the Bible. Do you remember the story of David and Goliath? Goliath was this gigantic Philistine soldier who issued a challenge to the Israelite army. When David volunteered King Saul said to him, ‘You are not able to go against this Philistine to fight with him; for you are just a boy, and he has been a warrior from his youth.’ 34But David said to Saul, ‘Your servant used to keep sheep for his father; and whenever a lion or a bear came, and took a lamb from the flock, 35I went after it and struck it down, rescuing the lamb from its mouth; and if it turned against me, I would catch it by the jaw, strike it down, and kill it. 36Your servant has killed both lions and bears…The Lord, who saved me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear, will save me from the hand of this Philistine.’ (1 Samuel 17:32-37)
This past month we watched a story unfold as Somali Pirates attacked an American Freight ship. Captain Richard Phillips offered himself as hostage in order to spare his crew. It was a selfless act that is credited with saving their lives. Phillips never thought he would see his family again. But that is what a good leader does. It sounds a bit like a good shepherd. In fact it sounds a lot like any position of leadership we can have today. Knowing, loving, laying our lives down for others, that’s what Jesus did and also what he calls us to do. 
A week ago I went to hear Paul Young speak. He’s the author of the popular book, The Shack. I found out we both have something in common- we are both married to a woman named Kim from Minot, North Dakota. The Shack is a moving story of healing the hurts and wounds of life. In the story the main character, Mack, spends a weekend at the Shack with God. There he was confronted with a choice. He must choose two of his five children to spend eternity in heaven. The other three would spend an eternity in hell. As I read a portion of this story I want you to listen for the qualities of a good shepherd. (Reading from page 164-165.) 
I am the good shepherd, Jesus said. And Jesus is here today and says to each one of you, I am your shepherd. I know you, I love you, I give my life for you. Listen to my voice. Follow me. Be shepherds to each other. Amen.
