
Pastor Joel gave this sermon on the Fourth Sunday of Easter, April 17, 2016.  Based on the passages from
Psalm 23, Revelation 7:9-17, and John 10:22-30, with the theme of the Good Shepherd image, it is
entitled:  "Tending the Shepherd's Fields."

Today we celebrate the rich image of God
and Jesus as the shepherd.  This was an image used
throughout Hebrew history and scripture to speak of
God's unfailing love and protective care for the
people Israel.  It is also an image that spoke of
God's love for all people.   And there are also
passages that refer to evil shepherds, leaders, both
religious and political in Israel's history, whose
governance was influenced by their greed and lust
for power, who brought harm and instability to the
people and the nation, rather than peace and
tranquility.  The image of the shepherd was widely
used and spoke very powerfully to who and what
God was for the people Israel.

Jesus also used this important image to
speak about his own ministry.  In our gospel today,
he states that those who follow him are like sheep
who hear his voice, the voice of one who is like a
shepherd to the sheep.  He says, "I know them and
they follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they
will never perish.  No one will snatch them out of
my hand.  What my Father has given me is greater
than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the
Father's hand.  The Father and I are one."  

Jesus draws here on that rich image from the
Hebrew scriptures, from passages like Psalm 23 and
others from the prophets like Isaiah (40:11), Micah
(2:12-13; 7:14), Jeremiah (23:1-4), and Ezekiel
(34:11-12, 16).  Jesus aligns himself with the God
who is shepherd-like, who cares for, looks over,
searches for and finds, feeds and leads.  As no one
can snatch any out of that good shepherd's hands, so
no one will snatch any from Jesus' love and
compassion.  When Jesus says that he and the
Father are one, he is speaking of their unity of
purpose, the oneness of their desire and care.  

It is easy for us to imagine the shepherd as
the one who gently cares for the sheep, as portrayed
by artists like Warner Sallman or Bernhard
Plockhorst, who have depicted the shepherd in long
flowing robe, standing among the flock with a lamb
cradled in his arm, staff in hand.  But the shepherd
image suggested in scripture also contains a more
disciplinary figure, the one who needs to direct the

sheep from going astray, who needs to nudge and
push and even fight the sheep from going in
directions that would be harmful to them.  I like the
description of the shepherd's staff as having two
useful ends.  On one end is the crook for drawing
the sheep away from danger, and on the other end a
blunt club for prodding them toward places they
would rather not go.  

In an article in Christian Century magazine
(March 30, 2016, p. 19), Christian Educator Austin
Crenshaw Shelley says, "A good shepherd both
protects and agitates as needed, both gathers in for
shelter and leads out to graze in new pastures.  And
so it is with God, the Good Shepherd who draws us
in to hold us - but also relentlessly pursues us and,
in order that God's purposes might be fulfilled,
challenges us to go where we would rather not go.

She goes on to speak of the 23rd Psalm,
"While the whole psalm testifies to God's tender
protection, the verb translated as follow can also be
rendered as pursue: goodness and mercy shall
pursue me.  This relentless pursuit of the psalmist
led to John Calvin's famous characterization of God
as the "hound of heaven" who demands to be near
us, whether or not we desire it."  This is an
important trait of God that we should not dismiss or
ignore.  It speaks of our need to continue to listen,
to keep open minds and hearts, and not get caught
up in our own ideas or agendas of what we think is
right or necessary or important.  God may be trying
to steer us in different ways, in new directions and
we need to be attentive to God's guiding.

In this coming week in which we will
celebrate Earth Day, I am drawn to the 23rd Psalm's
opening sentence.  "The Lord is my shepherd, I
shall not want.  He makes me to lie down in green
pastures.  He leads me beside still waters.  He
restores my soul."  The psalmist's point is quite
clear.  God desires for us to be cared for, to be well
fed, to live in peaceful surroundings, to have lives
that are full and satisfying.  That is, God does not
lead God's people toward, or want us to be hungry
or malnourished, wanting for clean, pure and
drinkable water, breathable air, or to live in places
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polluted with the waste and byproducts of our
commercial enterprises, or where violence,
instability and uncertainty reign.

As Christians, we have an understanding
that God created the world as "good."  That human
kind and all of the created order, the trees, the
plants, the birds and fish, mammals and reptiles,
insects and microscopic life forms, even the dirt, the
soil of the ground, rocks and mountains, rivers and
valleys, lakes and oceans, the elements, minerals
and forces of nature, all are blessed and seen as
good in God's eyes.  These are all gifts!

But there have been times within our
history, when humanity, supported even at times by
church doctrine, have taken an egocentric approach
to all of this, believing that it is all about us, and
that God has created all of this for OUR welfare,
that we should have, as Genesis states, "dominion"
over all of creation (Gen. 1:26) and to "subdue" it. 
Now, Genesis also has a second creation story that
says God made humanity to "till and keep" the
creation, to care for it, to tend it (Gen. 2:15).  This
is a very different way of being in the world, a
different relationship with creation.

Unfortunately, humanity has often treated
the world as a resource, as something to use and
even abuse, to strip from it what we want and
plunder it as we will, with little to no regard for the
beauty and original purpose or function of each
particular part of it.  We have taken the beautiful
gift God has made and smashed and broken it under
our feet.

When we hear of the warming of the
atmosphere due to our continued and unabated
burning of fossil fuels, or the poisoning of our water
resources from fracking or from the use of
pesticides and poor farming practices.  When we
learn about the destruction of natural habitats all
around the globe and the resulting extinction of so
many of earth's plants and animals, how can we
continue to live in the ways we have, ways which
have had so negative an impact?

The website for the Center for Biological
Diversity states:  "Our planet is now in the midst of
its sixth mass extinction of plants and animals —
the sixth wave of extinctions in the past half-billion
years. We’re currently experiencing the worst spate
of species die-offs since the loss of the dinosaurs 65

million years ago. Although extinction is a natural
phenomenon, it occurs at a natural “background”
rate of about one to five species per year. Scientists
estimate we’re now losing species at 1,000 to
10,000 times the background rate, with literally
dozens going extinct every day. It could be a scary
future indeed, with as many as 30 to 50 percent of
all species possibly heading toward extinction by
mid-century."

Then there is something called the IUCN
(International Union for the Conservation of
Nature) Red List of Threatened Species.  Founded
in 1964, it is the world's most comprehensive
inventory of the global conservation status of
biological species.  The Red List of 2012 released at
the Rio+20 Earth Summit assessed a total of 63,837
species which revealed 19,817 are threatened with
extinction. With 3,947 described as "critically
endangered" and 5,766 as "endangered", while
more than 10,000 species are listed as "vulnerable".
At threat are 41% of amphibian species, 33% of
reef-building corals, 30% of conifers, 25% of
mammals, and 13% of birds.

The earth and all that exists within it, is a
gift, a gift not meant for us to use and abuse, but to
care for and preserve.  It is the field we are called to
tend.  I cannot help but imagine our great
shepherding God, weeping, while watching over us
with staff in hand, trying to curb us from our
continued mistreatment of our environment, our
fellow creatures.  God is pursuing us,  redirecting
us toward caring for the green pastures and still
waters for which we and all God's creatures were
made to abide in.  

I invite you, I entreat you, to take some time
this week to engage in some of the Earth Day
events being held this week, to contemplate our
place and our role within the created order, and to
pray, pray for our world, and for all of its species,
as well as our own human species, that we might be
open to the voice and guidance of our God, open to
changing our ways of living on this planet.  And
then, commit yourself to take action, to actually
doing something, you, your family, all of us
together, that we might tend and care for this
shepherd's field, this beautiful and precious gift,
that is the earth.  Amen.
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