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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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Speaking through the prophet Ezekiel, God says,

I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out. As a
shepherd seeks out his flock when he is among his sheep that
have been scattered, so will I seek out my sheep, and I will rescue
them from all places where they have been scattered on a day of
clouds and thick darkness...  I myself will be the shepherd of my
sheep, and I myself will make them lie down, declares the Lord
God...  And I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant
David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their
shepherd. And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant
David shall be prince among them. (Ezek 34:11-12, 15, 23-24)

That’s from Ezekiel 34, which is quite appropriate to read on this
Good Shepherd Sunday, but we never do. Instead, we read it on the
last Sunday of the Church year (year A). Anyway...

These Sundays after Easter our attention is turned very quickly
away from the resurrection itself and more toward the effect, the
outworking, of the resurrection. Jesus himself, in his conversation
with Mary Magdalene on Easter morning, was not so much
concerned to dwell on the fact that he had risen from the dead,
except to prove to his followers that he had. His greater concern
was to move forward from the empty tomb, which had brought him
a step closer in his return to the Father’s side. We’ll celebrate his
actual return on Ascension Day two weeks from this Thursday.
This is where I put in a plug for the deanery Ascension celebration:
All the Episcopal churches in Darrow Deanery = Metro East will
be getting together with our bishop on that day at St Thomas’s
Church in Glen Carbon, at 6:30 pm. It’s one of those major holy

days that often gets overlooked because it’s always on a Thursday.
So if you can, please go. I can’t because I’ll be in Toronto. 

The thing about the Ascension is not just that Jesus returned to the
Father’s side, but that he returned as a human. When he came down
from heaven, he was only God. But then when “he became
incarnate from the Virgin Mary and was made man” (Nicene Creed),
he was both fully God and fully human. And when he ascended
back to heaven, he didn’t leave his human body, or anything else
about his humanity, behind. So returning to the Father on that day,
he presented himself as what St Paul calls “the first fruits of those
who have died” (1Cor 15:20), the initial offering of resurrected
humanity, the rest of whom will be presented at the appointed time. 
That was his goal and the purpose of his ministry– to reconcile all
creation and bring it back into perfect communion with God the
Father.

So as we read a couple of weeks ago, at his first appearance to the
disciples, the risen Lord commissioned them to carry on his work
of reconciling the world to God by conferring on them what has
come to be known as the Power of the Keys. That’s the power to
forgive sins or, for just cause, to withhold forgiveness, because
repentance and forgiveness are the keys that unlock the gates of
heaven, and are the means of reconciliation with God. That much
is unmistakably clear throughout the New Testament. So the
ministry of the Apostles and their successors, and of the entire
Church as Christ’s Body united under him as its head, is to carry on
the work of reconciliation that he began. 

I quoted Ezekiel at the outset here because in very eloquent terms
he describes that ministry: “As a shepherd seeks out his flock when
he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I seek out
my sheep, and I will rescue them from all places where they have
been scattered... I will feed them with good pasture... I will seek the
lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the
wounded, and I will strengthen the weak; and the fat and the strong
I will destroy” (Ezek 34:12, 16). This prophecy came some 600 years



before Jesus. Remember that everything in the Old Testament is a
preparation for the coming of Jesus. Think about those two
disciples who were joined by the risen Lord on the road to Emmaus
on the first Easter Day. “Beginning with Moses and the prophets,”
Luke says, Jesus “interpreted to them in all the [OT] scriptures the
things concerning himself” (24.27). Nowhere is this more obvious
than in Ezekiel’s prophecy. The Old Testament is all about the
promise of the coming Good Shepherd who will gather the lost
sheep and lead them safely home. God refers to Jesus in this
prophecy as “my servant David” because Jesus is the promised heir
who will sit on David’s throne for ever, just as the archangel
Gabriel declared to Mary when Jesus was conceived in her (cf Ps

132:11; Lk 1:32-33).

Jesus himself sets the example of what a good shepherd is like. 
“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep,” he says. 
“For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life
that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it
down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have
authority to take it up again.” And the purpose of his laying down
his life and taking it up again, as he says elsewhere in St John’s
gospel, is “that I should lose nothing of all that [the Father] has
given me, but raise it up on the last day” (6.39). 

As Ezekiel says, the Good Shepherd will rescue the sheep “from all
places where they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick
darkness.” There is nowhere that the sheep can go that Jesus the
Good Shepherd can’t find them and lead them into his fold. That
means that he is the Shepherd not only of Israel, but of all people
everywhere; and not only of his contemporaries and those who
came after, but of all those who lived and died before he came into
the world. For this reason Jesus “descended to the dead/ into hell”
(Apostles’ Creed). He went down between Good Friday and Easter,
Peter says, and preached the Gospel to those who had died, so that
they too could have a share in the kingdom of God (1 Peter 3.19, 4.6; cf Eph

4.9). His extends to all realms of God’s creation, the realm of the

dead as well as of the living. That means every soul, living and
departed, will have had the opportunity to hear the Gospel and to
respond to it. The Good Shepherd will not lose one sheep, except
for the ones who will not listen to his voice.

Not only will he gather his sheep, but as the prophet says, he “will
feed them with good pasture, and on the mountain heights of Israel
shall be their grazing land. There they shall lie down in good
grazing land, and on rich pasture they shall feed on the mountains
of Israel,” not the modern state of Israel, but the heavenly one, the
ultimate home of God’s people. 

Ezekiel contrasts this promised Good Shepherd with the religious
leaders of his day, who are supposed to be the shepherds of Israel.
They themselves feed on good pasture but trample the rest with
their feet. They drink clear water but muddy the rest, so that the
people have to settle for food and water that have been fouled. God
promises through Ezekiel that he will rectify that situation. “I will
seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up
the wounded, and I will strengthen the weak; and the fat and the
strong I will destroy.”

Those sorts of bad shepherds– Jesus calls them hired hands,
hirelings– are still around in his day (and ours). In fact they are the
ones who gave rise to this teaching about the Good Shepherd. In
the chapter before today’s gospel, John tells of the healing of a
blind man on the Sabbath. The Pharisees felt threatened by Jesus,
so they tried every way they could to discredit him. And since the
man whose sight had been restored refused to believe what the
Pharisees were saying about Jesus, they excommunicated him.
They were trampling the good pasture and muddying the water.
The biblical scholar C.H. Dodd said, “The ‘Pharisees’ have
expelled from God’s flock the man whom Christ Himself
enlightened. They are scattering the sheep whom Christ came to
gather” (in R. Whitacre, John, 254). When Jesus learned that the Pharisees
had given this man a hard time, he went back to console him. And
for the benefit of the Pharisees who were listening in, he said, “For



judgment I came into this world, that those who do not see may
see, and those who see may become blind” (9.39), which is another
way of saying what Ezekiel said– “I will bind up the wounded, and
I will strengthen the weak; and the fat and the strong I will
destroy.” 

He feeds his sheep on good pasture. He doesn’t trample the grass
and muddy the water. And this shepherd ministry he has entrusted
to the leaders of his Church, to carry on his work of gathering the
lost and the strays, and binding up the wounded and strengthening
the weak. Their work, and ours, is to lead his sheep to springs of
living water welling up to eternal life, as Jesus said earlier in
John’s gospel (John 4.10-15). The good pasture and the good water are
the pure word of God as it has been gladly received and faithfully
interpreted by his Church– not the latest pronouncements and
revisions of the Episcopal Church, or the Methodists, or the
Pentecostals, or any other subgroup, but the consistent teaching of
the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church from the age of the
Apostles to the present day. Those who teach anything else are
hirelings, employees, who care less for the sheep than for
themselves.

It’s that good teaching of the Good Shepherd that reveals to us the
outworking of the resurrection– that through repentance and
forgiveness, the gates of heaven are unlocked; and that through
baptism into Christ’s death and resurrection we die to sin and are
raised to new life in him. For this reason Peter says, “there is
salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven
given among men by which we must be saved.” In the Name of ...
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