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As part of a tour of the Holy Land,  a pastor read his tour participants the parable of the good shepherd; 
explaining to them that, as they drove along, they would see shepherds on the hillsides just as in Jesus' day. 
  Wanting to impress the group, he told them what every good pastor tells people about shepherds. 
	 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 		as the good pastor had said.   No, he was behind the sheep and  seemed to be chasing them. 
The pastor turned red. Flabbergasted, he stopped the bus, got off and ran over to the fence, calling to the man,
	he said:  "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!"    
	I am afraid that in this day and age we are all too familiar with the butcher.
It seems every day we hear about another tragic terrorist attack or horrific act of war somewhere in the world.
	On Easter Day in Pakistan, 72 Xns relaxing in a park – women & children – died at the hands of terrorists.
	      Paris, (CL) San Bernardino & (CL) Brussels are cities now synonymous w/ attacks on Westerners
		    &everyday bad news of some kind is on the front page of the paper or 1st on the evening news.
Closer to home – too many of us have seen loved ones suffer from disease or have known the searing pain of grief.
	Some of us face long days of loneliness & feel the difficulty of aging deep in our souls.  Others of us, 
    know the daily pressures of balancing work & home responsibilities not to mention church & community.
		Now more than ever, it seems – some of us live with a busyness that doesn’t seem to let up!
It think it is safe to say, that we know what it is to be pursued by fears, deadlines, responsibilities, stress & worries.
	Even the church can add to this stress if all we hear about 
is what we can do to better know Christ and better serve in His name.
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	despite the fact that shepherds no longer dot the hillsides –  the image of Jesus the Good Shepherd.  
		We’ve all seen the  paintings, the  stained glass windows – of Jesus the tall shepherd – 
			 staff in one hand, young lamb in the other or draped on his shoulders.
Today know that despite ways in which we are pursued in this world by many things – despite all 
that needs to be done – WHAT IS ESSENTIAL – above all else – is that we have a Good Shepherd 
who knows us, loves us, claims us as His own, died for us and leads us day by day. 
The image of the Good Shepherd has its roots deep in the Bible.
	The first mention of this occupation is in Genesis 4:2 where Abel was a “keeper of sheep.”
Tthe bible refers to sheep more than 500 times; portraying them as helpless, dependent animals 
who tend to go astray and who need to be led and guided to places where they can pasture and rest.
But despite the nature of sheep and all their weaknesses, they were the wealth of Israel – they were precious, 
	and shepherds dedicated a lifetime to their care!   As part of that dedication, 
		it would have been most natural for a true shepherd to risk his life for his sheep!
The image of God as shepherd and the people as sheep appears most memorably in Psalm 23. 
	Another wonderful passage is from Ezekiel, chapter 34.   “I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, 
and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God.  I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, 
and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak….”  
				This promise and others like it, became part of Israel’s anticipation of the  Messiah.
So when the people first heard Jesus’ words from today’s gospel, all these Old Testament images 
would have flooded their minds, they would also have heard in his words a claim of Messiahship–
a claim that He– Jesus – was the Lord to whom the prophet and the psalmist looked!
Jesus in effect said:  “I am the One who leads and provides.  I am the One who goes with you through    
	the valley of the shadow of death.  I prepare a banquet table before you in the presence of your enemies.
		I fill your life with goodness and mercy and lead you to dwell in my house forever!”
He said even more about what he was willing to do so that his flock may live with him now and forever – 
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Who is Jesus?  His answer to us this day:  “I am the Good Shepherd.”  	 Who are we?  “his sheep” – 
“I know my own and my own know me.”  A favorite contemporary Christian song of mine speaks beautifully 
to this very point today.	Titled “Who Am I” the group Casting Crowns sings it.
 “Who am I, that Lord of all the earth, would care to know my name, would care to feel my hurt?
	Who am I that the bright and morning star, would choose to light the way, for my ever wandering heart?”
  “Not because of who I am, but because of what you’ve done;	
Not because of what I’ve done, but because of who you are.  
I am a flower quickly fading, here today and gone tomorrow, a wave tossed in the ocean, a vapor in the wind.
	Still you hear me when I’m calling, Lord you catch me when I’m falling and you told me who I am – 
		I am yours; I am yours!”  
Brothers and sisters hang on to what is essential – Jesus is your shepherd and you are his sheep!  
After all, that embarrassed preacher at the beginning of my sermon was right.
		Shepherds in that part of the world past and present always lead their sheep!
According to a man who grew up on a sheep farm in the Midwest, this fact proves that sheep aren’t as dumb 
as they are often portrayed.   He writes:  "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 sheep making loud noises & all they will do is run around behind you, because they prefer to be led.
You push cows, but you  lead sheep.   They will not go anywhere that someone else does not go first. 
		It is their shepherd-who goes ahead of them to show them that everything is all right."
Today we gather in this place to hear the good news about who Jesus is, 						
	what He does for us and who we are in relationship to Him.
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	There indeed is much to do as we keep up our many responsibilities, struggle with worries and fears; 
and strive to live faithful Christian lives.    BUT FIRST – always first – all we do – every place we go – 
who we are –	is because of what Jesus did, is because of who Jesus is!
Go forth from this place with Him ahead of you – leading you in love, to love and serve in His name.  
 AMEN








