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April 17, 2016	   4th Sunday of Easter    						   Acts 9:36-43, Psalm 23
Rev. Jen Nagel, University Lutheran Church of Hope                        Revelations 7:9-17, John 10:22-30

Ideas and stories adapted from sermons by Rev. Jane McBride 4-21-13 and 4-17-16.  ELM Retreat, April 10-13, 2016.  
 J. Philip Newell, Christ of the Celts, p. 41f.  Christian Century, 3-30-16, p. 19.  Marty Haugen, #780 ELW

Would you pray with me?  May the words…
Grace and peace to you, Beloved of Christ, from the one who was, who is, who is to come. 

In a spirit of full disclosure, I must tell you that if you wandered across the 35W pedestrian bridge to a nice neighboring church with a tall steeple, called First Congregational, you might just hear this same story, for the image captured more than one of the preachers in our home this week: 
Hanging in our upstairs hall, we have a framed photograph taken on one of our family’s summer road trips.  
Our daughter Eliza and our friends’ son, Samuel, stride through waist high grass, their backs to the camera, the horizon and a cloudy blue sky stretching out before them.  
Eliza has this jaunty confidence, with one bare arm thrown back and bright sun hat perched on her head.  
Samuel, short and sturdy, with a blond, bowl-cut, angles his head toward the ground with concentration.
This is his farm in the hills of Maine, and he takes his responsibilities as young farmer seriously;
	at the moment, he’s taking the baby goats and us visitors out for a walk.
The goats bound along in a clump just behind the children, tails bobbing and soft ears alert.

I hold this image of the children leading the flock when I hear our scripture today, from Revelation, "The Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd”.
A shepherd lamb: this is mixed metaphor at its best.  
In the Hebrew Bible, our Old Testament, we hear of shepherds like Jacob and Rachel, Abraham, young David who becomes King David and the psalmist who professes, the Lord is my shepherd
Theirs was a semi nomadic life and this shepherd image was easily accessible.  
In the Gospels, the shepherds are the first invited to visit baby Jesus that holy night, 
	but by the time the early Christian movement gets a toe-hold, it is largely an urban phenomenon.  
Jesus is more accurately a carpenter and occasional fisherman, than a shepherd.
When Jesus tells of lost sheep, or John describes the Good Shepherd or the Lamb in Revelation, 
	they know that the people—not so different than us—
	will draw on memory and a distant reality to conjure a God who is our shepherd.  

But today we go another step:  "The Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd.”
The Lamb, the young one, the one who needs protection, care and guidance, 
	is also the wise shepherd who will shelter us and lead us toward life.
The creature who is intimate with the earth, 
	is also the human one who will embody, literally en-flesh, our true nature and belonging.
The servant who is vulnerable to the weapons of the powerful, 
	whose blood is shed by the fear and the politics of the empire,
	is also the Risen Savior who will end the reign of violence forever.

I spent part of this last week at a conference, really a retreat, in California.  
As we headed south out of San Francisco an hour or so, the hills rose in the distance and the brain power of the Valley turned to rolling, fertile fields of artichokes, garlic, and pasture land for small herds and flocks.  
So there I was, with time to ponder flocks and shepherds and this week’s reading, The Lord is my shepherd.
And, I’m curious, in a word or two, what do you imagine as you think of shepherds, or more to the point the Good Shepherd?  
(RESPONSES)

A close friend who grew up with sheep on their family farm, remembers getting up through the night when they were lambing.  
A mom I know on the northside starting an intentional faith community tells me of opening their house to neighborhood kids for snacks and activities, conversations, a weekly meal, an occasional bible study.  
Shepherding, all of this shepherding.  

In the Christian Century, Austin Crenshaw Shelley reminds us that the shepherd’s staff has two useful ends—the crook for drawing the sheep away from danger, but also a blunt end for prodding them (that would be us) into places they may not want to go.  
So it is with the Good Shepherd, even the Lamb of Revelation, who at once protects and agitates, 
	gathers together for safety and shelter, and leads the sheep to graze in new, green, unknonwn pastures.  
Crenshaw Shelley goes on to remind us that the Hebrew verb for follow, as in “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life,” can also be translated pursue.  
So something like, “Surely goodness and mercy shall pursue me.”
Changes it, doesn’t it?  So much more active!  
With this translation and line from the psalm in mind, John Calvin famously describes God as a “hound of heaven” the shepherd dog on our tail, always near, never to let us go.  

This retreat that I mentioned, in California, is an annual gathering for GLBTQ pastors, leaders and seminarians, part of the organization called Extraordinary Lutheran Ministries.  
The theme this week was about sacred story telling, and in that we told a lot of stories, our own, the movement’s, but really God’s story that we enact.  
I’ve been part of this movement, this group for 16 years.  
In my early days, I was the youngest, and now I am awed by seminarians and a church that has changed and continues to change, so dramatically.  
During the retreat, we told again the stories of St. Francis and First United, two Lutheran congregations in San Francisco.
At the height of the AIDS epidemic in 1990 in San Francisco’s Castro neighborhood, these congregations followed the Spirit and called and ordained three out, gay pastors: Ruth Frost, Phyllis Zilhart, and Jeff Johnson.  
Some of you know well this story, these instigators, and Ruth’s family with long ties here at Hope.  
In those years, funeral after funeral after funeral, Ruth, Phyllis and Jeff, shaped their ministry as their communities faced the epidemic and life and death daily. 
I graduated from High School the year they were ordained and watched closely from afar their ministries and also the ELCA’s move to put the congregations on trial and finally expel them.
What I noticed through the retreat was how often I found myself teary-eyed, deeply moved, hearing and telling stories, still really coming to grips with just how God has shepherded me, this movement, and the whole church, at once protecting and agitating.  
My tears at each turn reminded me of the hope, as well as the pain and the exhaustion and those we lost along the way—so real.  
The Lord IS my shepherd.  The Lord is our shepherd.  We shall not be in want.  

One more story.  J. Philip Newell explores Celtic images of Christ.  
He spent years as a leader in the Iona Community in the Western Isles of Scotland.  
In his book Christ of the Celts: The Healing of Creation, Newell tells the story of a shepherd, a border collie named Jo, who lived with the Iona Community and its many guests, pilgrims to the island and Abbey.  
Newell writes, “[Jo’s] favorite day of the week on Iona was Wednesday, pilgrimage day,
	when sometimes with up to a hundred people we would walk the seven-mile route around the island reflecting on the journey of our lives and world…praying for peace…. 
[Jo] was in an ecstasy of delight, rounding up pilgrims all day, 
	at times looking almost berserk with joy as he circled endlessly in the heather.
[bookmark: _GoBack]But it was not frenetic running…. It had a purpose, [a] goal that he was sensitive to.  
It was to hold us all together.  
So as we approached in silence the hermit’s cell at the heart of the island…Jo quieted down… “
Newell continues, “And when finally we all gathered in the circle of the hermit’s cell for prayer,
Jo would enter the cell, lie down at its center, and sleep.”
Jo’s shepherding, Jo the border collie’s deepest instinct and yearning, was to bring them together, in a circle, around the ancient hermits cell where they could pray.  

So much pulls us apart,    spurs us to distrust,    to forget who we are and whose we are.  
But our Risen Christ, our shepherding God prods and protects, 
	and then takes a place at the center of our life, our community, 
	to wipe away the tears, and call us to be something new and just and good for the world.  
“Shepherd me O God, beyond my wants, beyond my fears, from death into life.” 
May it be so.  Amen.  
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