
A British army officer serving in Palestine during the British Mandate years

wrote of the time he saw a man scrambling up a stony rock-face, moving from

side to side as if he were looking for something.

Eventually he reached the top and the officer offered him water and some

food, which he gratefully accepted. His hands were cut and bleeding from the

sharp-edged rocks, and he was pretty exhausted. He said he was a shepherd.

The officer asked him why he was climbing over the rough hillside?’ The man

replied, ‘I’m searching for a lost sheep.’ Later, the officer mentioned this

meeting in a letter home, and wrote: ‘How different from the usual picture we

have of The Good Shepherd.  This meeting changed my notions dramatically.’

Yes indeed, the older sentimental picture is far away from the reality, either

then or now. Looking after the sheep is costly, risky, and when one goes

astray, the caring shepherd is relentless in searching for it.

It is hardly surprising that the image of the shepherd and his sheep is one that

recurs time and again in the Bible, as a description of God’s relationship to

people. Today’s Psalm is the obvious example that comes to mind. And there

is the lovely picture in Isaiah 40: ‘God will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will

gather the lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead

those that are with young.’

In the New Testament, John very naturally ascribes the God-as-Shepherd image

to Jesus who in the chapter from which our Gospel reading is taken is described

as the Good Shepherd. He is the like the gate for the sheepfold, the one who

knows his own sheep and is known by them. Those who come through this

gate which is Jesus himself will find good pasture. His sheep hear his voice,

they follow him, and they will never perish.

Is it any wonder that the shepherd image became attached to the ministry of

the Church, particularly its pastoral, meaning its shepherding ministry - the

Bishop as chief shepherd or pastor of his or her area of responsibility, the

diocese, with the symbolic crook or staff; the parish priest or vicar as the pastor

who represents the Bishop locally, all providing a focus, an example, a good

one hopefully, of the compassionate and careful leader who values each

individual because each one is important to our shepherd God. The shepherd

ministry demonstrates the Christian mission of searching out and bringing in
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those who have gone astray or who are not yet in the fold. The shepherd

image also speaks of unity and community within the Church, and the hope

and calling of all who follow Christ of genuinely becoming one flock under him,

the one Shepherd.

Of course, the bishops, the priests and others in Christian leadership, while

having special authority and responsibility, are by no means the only ministers

or shepherds in the Church. All ministry belongs to Christ, and although he

gives certain callings, gifts or charisms to individuals, yet all who are baptised

and follow him have a share in his ministry. As in Christ we find the true

Shepherd who provides for all the needs of us, his sheep, so all of us who have

come to Christ must share in his shepherding work.

This work does not always come easy. I have always been grateful, here and in

previous ministry posts, for those who provide a ministry of welcome

friendship and care towards those within the church and beyond. Sadly, there

are times and churches where such ministry is lacking, and the consequences

can be damaging.

When I was a prison chaplain, I remember helping to a arrange for a couple of

prisoners, who had been regulars at the prison chapel services, to go to a

Christian residential centre as part of their immediate release plan. You didn’t

have to be a Christian to go there but you were expected to have a faith and to

take part in the various faith-based programmes the centre offered. The centre

was in a large village just a couple of hundred yards from the parish church.

When I met the warden of the centre sometime later, I asked him how our lads

were doing. He said they went to the parish church like many of the Christian

residents do initially. But they didn’t fit in there, didn’t find a welcome. Even

though the church supported the centre financially, the congregation,

predominantly white, affluent, and comfortable, just could not or would not

relate to them and befriend them. Where were the shepherds to take care of

these sheep who had been lost but were now trying hard to find their way

home!?

I had a similar parish to that one in my first incumbency. I was thrilled to have

several younger adults join the church, some of whom formed the

Confirmation class one year. After the Confirmation, the group wanted to
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continue meeting for prayer and discussion. You can imagine my dismay at the

first meeting when one of them, a district nurse whose wedding I had

conducted and which was instrumental in bringing her to faith, said, ‘I still

don’t feel welcome at church.’ When we tried to identify who might be

responsible for this apparent lack of welcome, we found it was essentially

about three individuals. I, and others, knew that each of them had ‘life issues’

which often made them come across as socially awkward. But they were

faithful and good workers for the church, just unfortunately not the perfect

welcomers that we would all prefer to meet at the church door. They have to

be cared for too.

My disappointment was more with the other shepherds in the congregation

who could have been doing more to absorb this young lady and the others into

the life of the church. Fortunately, none of the newcomers left us. But many

do when faced with the actual or apparent unfriendliness of others. And when

that happens, the church is diminished, compromised, and losing its way.

Christian faith is never a private thing. Being Christian means being church,

part of a community called together by Christ. And part of being church is

looking out for others who are in the church, and welcoming and encouraging

those who are trying to find their way in.

Shepherding the flock as we ourselves would want to be shepherded, and

without favour or reserve is the responsibility of all of us if we consider

ourselves to be followers of Jesus Christ, who welcomed all, the so-called saint

and sinner alike. We are the body of Christ on earth now. In the Gospel, Jesus

says, ‘the Father and I are one.’ That means that all of us who live in him are

one with the Father too. The Father, God, is unconditional Love. We, like Jesus,

are called to reflect and demonstrate that love.
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