Sermon-2 for Fourth Sunday of Easter—Year B

May 3, 2009 

Texts:  Acts 4:5-12; Psalm 23; 1 John 3:16-24; John 10:11-18 

Good Shepherds and Hired Hands.

Good shepherds who lay down their lives for the sheep

And hired hands who run away when danger strikes.

Most of us who live in the 21st century,

Would not be able to tell the difference

Between a shepherd and a hired hand at first glance.

They both work with the animals

And they both are charged to care for them.

But last night, as I spent time with Bonnie Doran in the emergency room,

The role of the Good Shepherd was pretty apparent.

Last night, I didn’t have to wonder about the difference

Between shepherds and hired hands,

The Good Shepherd showed us,

Rather than told us what he does.

One of the shepherd’s sheep was in pretty serious trouble,

And the Good Shepherd was clearly hanging around to care for this sheep.

Most of you know that Joe had a serious accident with a chain saw last evening,

And from the time that accident occurred,

The Good Shepherd had a full time job caring for Joe and his family. 

I realize that you might ask, 

If the shepherd was doing such a good job,

Why did Joe even have an accident?

That is one of the classic questions about God.

Why does God let bad things happen?

However, God gives us freedom to make decisions.

God doesn’t tell us what to do,

When to go out and cut wood,

And when to stay in and take it easy.

And God also does not change the laws of physics.

When the moving chain of a chainsaw contacts human skin, 

The chainsaw wins.

What the Good Shepherd does is accompany us,

With a shield of care and presence,

When accidents and tragedy strike.

I am convinced that God was with Bonnie, as she drove Joe to DHMC.

The Good Shepherd was with the doctors and nurses as they worked on Joe,

God was present with Joe as he endured the treatment,

And the Good Shepherd was in that emergency room with us, 

As we prayed for Joe.

Even the emergency room nurse

Who reported out after they treated Joe,

Told us that he must have had a guardian angel standing over him,

To keep the injury from being much more serious.

My brother-in-law has a refrigerator magnet that says,

Don’t drive faster than your guardian angel can fly.

Joe may need a sticker that says,

Don’t use the chainsaw

Unless the Good Shepherd is in sight!

Joe is one very lucky man,

And he is expected to recover fully from this injury,

But it is going to take time.

I suspect the Good Shepherd is going to have a full time job,

Accompanying Joe during his long recovery period.  

When Jesus spoke to the people gathered around him

He often used imagery that related to agrarian lifestyle

That was familiar to his listeners.

When Jesus spoke about shepherds and hired hands,

His listeners would have immediately been able to visualize the differences.

Shepherds were often family members, perhaps one of the younger sons,

Who knew that the family well-being depended 

On the health and safety of the flock.

The family would have counted on this son

To do whatever it took to keep the sheep out of danger,

Even if it meant fighting off wild invading animals or human thieves.

Every person in Palestine, living during Jesus’ time,

Would have known that the great King David

Had started out life as a shepherd,

Giving further credibility to that role. 

King David was known as someone

Who had defended his people

Even when it meant taking down a well armed giant

Using only a slingshot.

When Jesus said “I am the Good Shepherd,”

The people listening to him

Would have instantly associated Jesus with the other great savior—David

The more sophisticated people among Jesus’ listeners

Would have picked up on Jesus’ divinity

By his use of the words “I am” the Good Shepherd.

In Hebrew, God’s name,

As God explained to Moses at the burning bush,

Is “I am who I am”.

In Hebrew thought,

God is referred to as the “Great I AM.”

Jesus’ particular phrasing in his message, emphasized the “I am”

Jesus was helping the people to understand

That he was one who would care for them

Even to the point of dying for them,

And he was doing this with divine authority.

Jesus was also clearly contrasting himself

With those he referred to as the hired hands.

We can’t be sure who Jesus was calling a hired hand.

However, it may have been the religious leaders of his time,

Such as the high priests, the Pharisees or the Sadducees,

Whom Jesus thought were leading the people astray.

In any event Jesus was not particularly complimentary about them.

Since he alluded to them as running away in the face of danger,

And perhaps only caring about the wages they earn.  

As 21st century listeners,

Who don’t tune into shepherds and hired hands,

There may be other images which help us to understand the contrast Jesus is describing.

Those of you who are in the helping professions

Or who work closely with those professions

Know that there are people who do these jobs

Because they are called to serve and share their gifts,

And there are those who are in these professions for other reasons,

Such as wealth or fame, or even a need to be needed. 

I saw an article this week about the conviction 

Of a half dozen social workers in Philadelphia

For their negligence in a case of child abuse.

Many of us know long suffering social workers

Who work incredible hours in dangerous places,

Checking up on children and families,

Trying to keep the children safe.

These dedicated social workers

Are the equivalent of are good shepherds.

However, the ones who were convicted,

Worked for a firm, with a contract

From the Philadelphia Department of Youth and Family Services.

As the judge noted,

This company had figured out that they could get paid

Without ever going out and making visits.

These so-called social workers were hired hands, 

Who bailed out on visits to unsafe neighborhoods,

And who clearly were in it only for the contract money.

Because of their failure to make home visits,

A child with cerebral palsy was allowed to remain at home

With her unfit mother, 

Who starved her to death.  

The shepherd or dedicated social worker cares for those 

In his or her responsibility in unimaginable situations.

The hired hand or contract worker, by contrast,

Runs when the going gets tough,

And figures out how to collect money without working.

If Jesus were talking to us today,

And wanted us to understand how much he cares for us,

He might describe himself as a social worker 

Who looks out for children in the Bronx,

And who succeeds in getting them into college,

Against nearly all odds. 

When we understand what Jesus is saying,

His words describing himself,

Contain a great deal of comfort

Both for his original listeners and for us.

“I am the good shepherd.

I know my own and they know me...

And I lay down my life for the sheep.”

I, for one, 

Rest much better at night,

Understanding that Jesus knows who I am

And knows what I am dealing with. 

I am convinced that the Good Shepherd

Knew Joe last night

And wasn’t letting him out of his sight.

But how about you?

For what in your life do you need the Good Shepherd?

What woods threaten to swallow you?

And what wolves are at your door?

The Good Shepherd knows you, too

And is laying down his life for you.

Where do you need to be led,

And for what reasons do you need the Shepherd to guide you?

How can you tell when it is the Good Shepherd 

Who is leading and coaxing you,

And when it is just the hired hand

Who most likely would lead you into the swamp 

And then abandon you?  

Are you giving the Good Shepherd 

A chance to reach you,

Or are you so convinced that you can be independent,

That you have missed the helping hand extended to you? 

Each of us faces so many things 

That threaten us physically or emotionally.

In our complex world, filled with uncertainty,

It is easy to become overwhelmed

And to feel totally alone or abandoned.

It is also so very easy to become defensive about our own capabilities,

Not wanting to admit that we need help.

When we trust only ourselves,

And do not open ourselves up to the presence of the Shepherd

We have, in a sense, turned ourselves

Into acting as a hired hand on our own behalf. 

The Good Shepherd does not want you 

To be alone, overwhelmed or feeling abandoned.

The Good News for us,

Is that Jesus, the Good Shepherd,

Not only figuratively,

But also literally laid down his life for us.  

Having taken this dramatic action for you,

The Good Shepherd wants to know you 

And will not let you get away easily. 

There are many ways 

That you can be open to the presence of the Good Shepherd.

In this sanctuary,

Or in a time of prayer,

Or even in a time of trouble or desperation,

When all you can do is utter “Help”,

You may feel the Holy Spirit,

Whom the Shepherd has sent to counsel and guide you.

Make room for the presence of the Good Shepherd in your life,

And you won’t have to ask about the difference

Between Shepherds and hired hands

You will feel the care of the Shepherd in your heart.

Amen
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