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The Lord is my probation officer. The Lord is my recovery sponsor.  The Lord is
my Coach.  I know that when I hear “The Lord is my...” the word I expect next is
Shepherd. But the truth is that the paraphrases of the 23rd psalm I just mentioned
are ways people have connected the familiar and powerful words of the psalm and
the image of shepherd to their lives.

Because a person who looks after sheep means little to a teen in trouble with the
law but a probation officer working to help them get back on the right path is
everything. A shepherd isn’t as powerful an image to a recovering addict as a
sponsor who holds them accountable, helps them get through each day, and is there
for them when they are at their worst. A shepherd is just a picture in a book to
many children but a coach is someone they know helps them in times of success
and failure to become better as individuals and as part of a group. 

Now, I prefer the Lord is my Shepherd because those words are familiar to me. But
the truth is that the specific words aren’t as important as the meaning they convey.
These words and any image that we use to help us explain and understand our
relationship with God are simply that, words and images. Ways for us to think
about and explore and understand the connection, the commitment, the reality of
who God is to us and who we are to God. 

And I think that is important for us to always remember because in our world there
are incompetent probation officers, terrible sponsors, and abusive coaches just as
there are bad shepherds. But that’s not the point. The point is that when we talk
about shepherds, or probation officers, or sponsors, or coaches or whatever image
we use for God, those images help us to think about and better understand the
relationship, the way in which God connects to us and changes our lives and our
world.

Now the words about sheep and shepherds are beloved in scripture because they
are personal. The Lord is ‘my’ Shepherd not ‘a’ shepherd or even ‘the’ shepherd
but rather ‘my’ shepherd. The one who cares and worries about me and my life.
And Jesus calls us ‘my’ sheep. Not a sheep or the sheep but rather ‘my’ sheep as
Jesus tells us that we are the ones he cares for and worries about.  
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The words are beloved because they describe Jesus walking with us through life as
an active and engaged friend who knows us and loves us. The words are cherished
because they describe the incarnation of a loving and caring and knowable God
who is with us right here and right now. Which is why these words and images are
ones we hold onto as we sort out our faith in life. 

Our Gospel lesson is part of the passage where Jesus talks about being the Good
Shepherd, an image which draws from the familiar words of the 23rd Psalm and
other verses in the Bible. And at the start of the reading today, the religious leaders
come to Jesus and ask how long is he going to leave them waiting? When he is
finally going to tell them that he is the one sent from God, the Messiah, the one
they should be listening to and following? 

And in response you can almost hear the exasperation and frustration in Jesus’
voice. Because he has told them, he has shown them, publically and repeatedly that
he is the Messiah, the one sent from God, the Good Shepherd. But they haven’t
heard and they haven’t listened. Why? Well Jesus says to them that is “Because
you do not belong to my sheep.” And I want us to be careful with those words and
pause for a moment to think about why Jesus doesn’t call the religious leaders “my
sheep.” 

Because I think it would be tempting to start seeing the world as divided into us
and them. Those who are in and those who are out. Those whom Jesus cares about
and those whom Jesus doesn’t. But that isn’t the way Jesus calls us to see each
other or how he explains what God is doing through him. Elsewhere in this chapter
as he talks about being the Good Shepherd, Jesus says that he has sheep who are
not of this fold- in other words the sheep whom Jesus shepherds, those who are part
of what he is bringing together, are more than just the people around him and those
you would expect.  

So Jesus isn’t saying that the religious leaders can’t be his sheep when he says “you
do not belong to my sheep” but rather that the religious leaders aren’t willing to be
sheep of his flock. Because just like the disciples, they heard Jesus’ invitation to
follow him. Just like the crowds who were hungering for good news, they saw the
ministry and the miracles. But the religious leaders closed their ears, they shut their
eyes, they turned away from Jesus. 



3

They don’t want to believe that Jesus could be the messiah so they dismiss what he
is doing and reject what he is saying. They’re more comfortable thinking that he is
evil or there is something wrong with him than they are in accepting that God is
working through him and his life. They won’t listen, they won’t see, and as a result
they are not part of his flock.

And after telling them that, Jesus continues by talking about those of us who do
listen to what Jesus teaches, those who do see the miracles and believe God is at
work, those who dare to hope and trust in the promises of God. And Jesus says that 
those are the ones, we are the ones, who are part of his flock. And because we are
sheep of the Good Shepherd, we can never be separated from what Jesus has done
and what Jesus is doing. 

And I want to repeat that because I want each and every one of us to hear those
words not as some idea or concept but as the promise Jesus makes to us- to you and
to me. If we listen, if we follow, then we can never be separated from the love of
God.  If we listen, if we follow, then Jesus will not leave us or abandon us or give
up on us. For Jesus comes to bring us forgiveness of the cross and the new life of
the empty tomb and there is nothing, no person, no action, no event, that can stop
that from happening. 

And let me add to that because I know sometimes we have trouble accepting that
can be true. Nothing you have done in the past can stop Jesus from being your
Good Shepherd. Nothing done to you by another person can stop you from being a
sheep in the flock of Jesus. Nothing in heaven or on earth can prevent you from
being a sheep of the good shepherd if you simply listen and believe.

So listen for the voice of Jesus. Listen to Jesus speaking- through the Bible, in the
church, by the words good people say and the actions they take- listen to Jesus so
that you might know and believe the truth of the good news. Hear the truth that is
spoken which helps you find your way. Listen to the hope which says that you are
loved and precious to God. 

For the more your hear that truth the better you will be able to embrace the grace
and forgiveness Jesus offers. The more you listen to the hope the better you will be
able to experience the truth that the Good Shepherd has come to lead you in this
life and to bring you eternal life in the world to come.


