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Several weeks ago, I preached a sermon using the text of Isaiah 40 that included an image of God as a shepherd who cares lovingly for God’s flock.  This got me thinking about the image of the Good Shepherd that plays an important role in scripture.  Throughout the ancient Near East, the image of king as shepherd and subjects as sheep was very common across many cultures.  It is used in the Older Testament many times, most often with either God directly or David or a later representative of the Davidic Dynasty being portrayed as the King.

The most famous passage, of course, is the 23rd Psalm which begins “The Lord is my shepherd.”   Today’s passage from John in which Jesus describes himself as “the good shepherd” is also well known, and these two passages are most often linked in commentaries with this morning’s  Ezekiel 34.  So let’s look at these “Good Shepherd” passages.

Ezekiel was a prophet whose career began before the final fall of Jerusalem in 587 BCE.  He began giving warnings to Israel about its sinfulness, and the destruction of Jerusalem bore out Ezekiel’s warnings that God would not be mocked forever.  But as a prophet to the exiles, he continually assured the people that God had not abandoned them completely.  God was still with them in their suffering.  Our text this morning from Chapter 34 is near the beginning of these words of hope delivered to the people in exile.  God promises people with no hope on their own, future restoration to land and temple.

The first ten verses in our morning’s Ezekiel text describe the sinful activities of the Kings leading up to exile, and give a promise that the Kings will be punished.  It is interesting to note several parallels to later parables and teachings from Jesus who looked back at the Good Shepherd passages to express his own messages.  Ezekiel says, the rulers “have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured,” as the parable of the Good Samaritan and the Great Judgment in Matthew 25 call on all to do.  They have “not brought back the strays or searched for the lost” as the parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin later instructed. The rulers had fed themselves rather than insuring that the people were fed.  They made themselves rich at the expense of the people.  The activities of eating the fat, clothing themselves in wool, slaughtering the fatlings are all extravagant displays of wealth.  The rulers are not only corrupt, they are flaunting their riches.  So what does Ezekiel say they should have been doing instead? Leaders should provide support to strengthen the weak.  They should bring healing to the sick and the binding of wounds for those who are injured. They should restore those scattered to the margins to wholeness.  
 But instead, the Kings who made themselves rich off those they ruled caused the scattering of the people into exile with no one to search for them or call them home.  The people were sent away without protection where they were unsafe and lived in infertile fields that did not provide enough food and water.  So God steps in to take command.  In verse 11, God announces that God’s own self will become the shepherd of the people.  God will be the good shepherd who acts for the benefit of all the people.  The new shepherd will tend the people with justice.  The common good becomes the new order of the day.  In the long run, God will again turn over tending to the Davidic dynasty who will rule with justice rather than with “force and harshness.” (v. 4) As always, public policies and those who carry them out are judged first on the basis on how they affect the weak, the vulnerable and those at the margins.  The agenda of the Good Shepherd is clear in verse 16, “I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak ...  I will feed them with justice.”  The passage ends with an echo of the covenant language between God and God’s people established after the flight from slavery in Egypt.  “You are my sheep…and I am your God.” (v.31)  Once again, God acts to set the people free from oppression with the promise that God and people will live in covenantal relationship.  

In verse 25, Ezekiel speaks another promise from God, “I will make with them a covenant of peace and banish wild animals from the land, so that they may live in the wild and sleep in the woods securely.”  D.L. Block gives a good, concise definition of shalom based on the language of Ezekiel describing the outcome of the covenant of peace.  “[Shalom] speaks of wholeness, harmony, fulfillment, humans at peace with their environment and with God.” (p. 187) We will return to this covenant of peace later.
In this vision of Ezekiel, there are clear parallels to Psalm 23.  God says to the people, to God’s sheep. “I will make them lie down… in good grazing land, and they shall feed of rich pasture” next to Israel’s “watercourses.”  The flock will no longer be ravaged in darkest valleys.  The shepherd will actually provide what the flock needs.  The Psalm is a consistent but more polished, poetic statement of what God as shepherd will provide.

When we hear Psalm 23, we think of it as a comforting, pastoral message for us, the sheep who are in the gracious care of God the Good Shepherd.  That element is certainly present, and the Psalm provides people in need a very real sense of comfort that comes from knowing that God cares for us.  But we can see by the setting, especially in the Ezekiel passage and, as we will see in the John text as well, is that “what is being illustrated is political rule, not spiritual care in the modern sense.” (Sloyn, 128)  For the Hebrews, the king was political and religious leader, and bad leadership threatened both the social and religious life of the people. Corrupt leaders and unjust laws were threats to both civic and religious liberty.  The peacefulness of the psalm is possible only under the rule of justice from the Good Shepherd.

In the Gospel of John, the metaphor of shepherd and sheep is picked up once again.  Jesus, in his figure of speech, is clearly identifying the Pharisees, as the teachers and leaders of Hebrew religious life and whatever part of political life was left to them by the Romans, as the thieves, bandits and strangers who are harming the flock by their rule.  This passage follows an incident in Chapter 9 that Jesus is commenting on with his figure of speech about the Good Shepherd.  

The incident involves a beggar born blind who is thrown out of the synagogue by the Pharisees after being healed by Jesus.   The man born blind was healed on a Sabbath day, which gets Jesus into trouble with the Pharisees on two counts.  First Jesus does what counts as work on the Sabbath, and secondly, Jesus claims to be “the light of the world,” acting with God’s authority.  The unnamed man who had been healed was hauled before the Pharisees and questioned about how he gained his sight.  He said directly that Jesus had healed him.  The Pharisees feared Jesus because he was gaining disciples, and they had declared that “anyone who acknowledged Jesus as Messiah should be banned from the Synagogue.” (9:23)  Because the healed man claimed that only a person who was from God could perform this miracle, the Pharisees did indeed expel him from the synagogue, and Jesus tells the religious authorities that they are the ones who are blind.  So the man born blind becomes the sheep who comes to hear the voice of Jesus, the good shepherd and comes into the fold.  Jesus knows his flock intimately, and invites the healed man in.  The false shepherds, here the Pharisees, have failed in their leadership of religious life.  Incidentally, the promise of the Good Shepherd in John that the sheep will “find pasture” (v. 9) harkens back once again to both Psalm 23 and Ezekiel. 
 

Where in Ezekiel, the bad shepherds were the rulers of Israel’s political life, in John, they are the religious leaders.  One thing that is distinctive in John from the Older Testament passages is the claim by Jesus that he is the one who has come to bring life, the one who saves by laying down his own life for the sheep.  Jesus declares that he will bring unity to the flock by his relationship with God and by his death and resurrection.  Jesus’ victory over death is the final declaration of God’s love for God’s people.  Jesus declares that “I came that (my sheep) may have life and have it abundantly.”  The meaning of having life abundantly is filled out by the meaning of shalom from Ezekiel, the reality of “wholeness, harmony, fulfillment, humans at peace with their environment and with God.”  Now the relationship with God is the one established through our relationship with Jesus who is the Christ.  

There are lots of different pastures that can be ruled well or badly, and remember that the evaluation of the shepherd’s work is based on how those who are weak and vulnerable, those at the margins fare.  The pasture I have spent most of my professional and academic life working in is the American city.  I have studied urban politics and economics and have served the national church in developing urban policy and program, but mostly I have worked with religious organizations, grass roots community organizations and civic and elected leaders to improve the way particular cities where I have worked serve those who are weak, poor and at the margins.  I have lived and worked in Pittsburgh, Birmingham, Boston, and now in Minneapolis.  It is interesting to look to Lyndon B. Johnson, possibly the ultimate street-fighter politician, for a secular description (in the masculine language of his day) of what shalom in the city should look like.  “The American city should be a collection of communities where every member has a right to belong. It should be a place where every man feels safe on his streets and in the house of his friends.  It should be a place where each individual’s dignity and self-respect is strengthened by the respect and affection of his neighbors.  It should be a place where each of us can find the satisfaction and warmth which comes from being a member of the community of man.  This is what man sought at the dawn of civilization.  It is what we seek today.”

I want to look this morning at one particular pasture in this American city of Minneapolis that is at the heart of North Minneapolis to see how it is being shepherded. It is a 18-block area that has now been identified as the Northside Achievement Zone (NAZ).  This pasture was picked in 2008 on the basis of its community challenges shown in records of police calls, murders, probations, school achievement and economic statistics.  It is clearly not the kind of community Johnson describes as our goal.  In a state with the 5th largest 4th grade public education achievement gap in the nation, where only 12% of African American students are reading at grade level, the educational achievement statistics in the Zone are the worst in the city and the second worst in the country.  In the Jordon neighborhood for example, which is at the center of the NAZ, 13% of 8th graders passed the basic skills test in 2006.  

African Americans across Minneapolis, and especially children on the Northside, face significant disparities in health care and poorer health than the general population, based on statistics related to childhood asthma, teen pregnancy and infant mortality rates, child maltreatment and malnutrition.  The 2005-2007 child poverty rate was 60.5% for African American children in Minneapolis, compared to 7.7% for whites.  Public schools in the Zone identified 15 to 18% of students as homeless or highly mobile during the 2008-2009 year.

In 2008, community organizations began gathering to explore the potential to apply the promise of the Harlem Children’s Zone to North Minneapolis. In a clear change in the shepherding in that community, the Northside Achievement Zone (NAZ) was formed.  Its mission is to build a culture of achievement in a geographic Zone in North Minneapolis to ensure all youth graduate from high school college-ready. There are now over 60 local organizations and school partners who have committed themselves to achieving this goal.  The lead organization has been and continues to be the Peace Foundation which has now fully committed all its skills and resources to this task.  They continue their commitment to ending youth violence by focusing on what they see as the single most important factor affecting rates of violence, quality education that continues through college success.  They are now doing business as the Northside Achievement Zone to manage this single, crucial initiative.  There is a new shepherd tending the young flock in North Minneapolis.

The Children’s Defense Fund has identified low educational achievements as the key element of that they describe as a “cradle to prison pipeline” that propels far too many children into incarceration and lives on the margin.  The NAZ is working to redirect this “cradle to prison” pipeline into a “cradle to college” pipeline by creating a collaborative network of organizations and individuals to provide opportunities and support for all children, starting at birth, and their families in the Zone.  The work of the NAZ includes an unprecedented collaboration among public, charter and alternative k-12 schools.  To coordinate efforts to meet family needs and goals, NAZ developed NAZ Connect, a web-based tool families use to seek and connect with the continuum of solutions. NAZ Connect allows families to create achievement plans and be connected to the resources they need to meet identified goals.  Nearly 150 families have been recruited for a pilot test, and partner organizations have begun using NAZ Connect to test their ability to work together. After the pilot phase is complete, partners will become trained connect with and support families who live in the Zone.

This is one example of an attempt to create new leadership that will feed the people with justice.  If the new shepherds are successful, the new realities in this community will provide time and place where this flock can really settle down in peaceful pastures for the first time in a long time.  I invite you to get informed about this work and to see if there are ways you can get involved.
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