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One of the most powerful and memorable communion services I have experienced was on 
the Isle of Iona off the west coast of Scotland. Iona has been called one of the “thin” places, a place 
where the separation of the human and the divine seems gossamer thin. It also is a place where the 
one golf course is kept as courses originally were: the grass is kept short by the grazing of the sheep.  
There in the hills of Scotland, we celebrated communion in the ancient abbey church, a place where 
the Scottish king Macbeth is said to be buried, and as we shared the bread and the wine, we could hear 
the sounds of sheep, grazing right outside the window. Communion came alive that day! 

There is something so very powerful about this sheep and shepherd imagery. Is there any 
psalm better known or more loved than the 23rd psalm: “The Lord is my shepherd”? Is there any 
image of Jesus more dearly held than that of the Good Shepherd? In the Christmas story, the 
shepherds really are the ones we love most, the ones with whom we identify best. They are afraid and 
yet they also follow and are among the first to see the Christ child in Bethlehem There is something 
so right about this imagery. Part of it goes back to David, the great king of Israel who began as a 
shepherd. Part of it goes back to the prophets who referred to God as a shepherd and criticized the 
people for scattering the sheep. Maybe it comes from a longing for our own agrarian past and the 
open spaces needed for sheep to graze. The image of Jesus as a good shepherd and of us as sheep 
continues to speak powerfully to us today.  

When my grandparents bought a farmhouse in New Hampshire, they named that house Green 
Pastures. It’s the house where my parents retired, and although there are no longer sheep raised on 
that farm, the house looks out on a beautiful meadow and generations have found their souls restored 
in that place.  

Jesus our good shepherd is the one who lets us lie down in green pastures and leads us beside 
still waters. The good shepherd looks after us; he’s the one who protects us from the wolves that 
prowl around our sheepfolds trying to do us in. He’s the one who stays awake so that we might sleep. 
He’s the one ready to go any distance, pay any price, face any danger to rescue the likes of us when 
we go astray. Jesus is our good shepherd. 

But what if you had never seen a sheep? That was a problem for the Protestant Christian 
Church in Bali, in Indonesia. Bishop Wayan Mastra, who gave me the cross I am wearing today, 
explained that they do not have sheep in Bali and the language of sheep and shepherds doesn’t make 
sense for people there. They do have ducks and duck herders serve in much the same way as shepherds 
in other parts of the world. So Bishop Mastra wrote a new version based on the 23rd Psalm, substituting 
ducks for sheep: 

 
The Lord is my duck herder 
I shall not want. 
He maketh me to settle down among the marshy grasses. 
He leadeth me beside the muddy rice paddies. 
He restoreth my soul. 
He trusts me to paddle where I can find fat snails, young beetles, & juicy bugs. 
 
Yea, tho’ I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
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I will fear no evil, for thou art with me. 
Thy rod and flag they comfort me. 
Thou preparest the paddy before me in the presence of mine enemies. 

Thou watchest me when I'm molting. 
Surely goodness & mercy shall follow me all the days of my life 
And I will dwell in God’s beautiful Balinese cottage forever.1 

  
 God the good shepherd, God the duck herder is forever watching over the likes of us. 
However, some people don’t like being thought of as sheep. There is the joke that asks how churches 
and sheepfolds are alike: “Both are filled with funny-smelling creatures that will follow just about 
anyone just about anywhere.”2 I had one friend in church who would get angry whenever I compared 
people and sheep. “Sheep are dumb and people are a great deal smarter,” he would say. I thought of 
this friend when I discovered a piece from Barbara Brown Taylor who speaks of the difficulty of 
comparing a congregation to sheep because sheep seem to be slobbering, untidy and dumb animals, 
existing only to be shaved or slaughtered. “Imagine my delight,” she says, “when I discovered...that 
someone I know actually grew up on a sheep farm in the Midwest and that according to him sheep 
are not dumb at all. It is the cattle ranchers who are responsible for spreading that ugly rumor, and all 
because sheep do not behave like cows. According to my friend, cows are herded from the rear by 
hooting cowboys with cracking whips, but that will not work with sheep at all. Stand behind them 
making loud noises and all they will do is run around behind you, because they prefer to be led. You 
push cows, [her] friend said, but you lead sheep, and they will not go anywhere that someone else does 
not go first--namely, their shepherd--who goes ahead of them to show them that everything is all right. 

“Sheep tend to grow fond of their shepherds, [her] friend went on to say.  It never ceased to 
amaze him, growing up, that he could walk right through a sleeping flock without disturbing a single 
one of them, while a stranger could not step foot in the fold without causing pandemonium.”3 Isn't 
that the way of Jesus? He did not coerce people to become his disciples. Among the first words he 
spoke to his disciples were “follow me” which point to the fact that he was willing to lead the way, 
going out ahead of his followers, showing them that everything is all right. Isn’t that the message of 
the cross?  Christ goes ahead of us even into death and in the resurrection shows us that we need not 
fear; we need not fear even death. He goes before us to show us that everything will be all right. Christ 
leads us sometimes to places we’d rather not go: among the poor, the needy, the outcast and ostracized. 
He leads us to be with sinners, to eat, even in this season, with tax collectors. He leads us to work that 
is hard, like dismantling systemic racism and recognizing our own part in that racism. Yet, when Jesus 
leads the way, we at our best are willing to follow, because we know that this shepherd will risk his life 
for his sheep. In following the Good Shepherd, we will be protected. This shepherd is not like the 
hired hand, who runs away at the first sign of danger. If they don’t belong to you, why risk yourself 
for them? If they aren’t part of your flock, your community, your country, why bother risking yourself 
for them? When the going gets tough, make a quick exit. Don’t risk yourself. That is the way of the 
hired hand, yet it is not the way of the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd laid down his life to lift 
us up. The Good Shepherd was lifted up upon the cross, drawing all people to himself, including those, 
as he reminds us, who do not belong to our fold. The church sometimes gets all worked up about 
who belongs, about who can serve and who can’t. That might deny the call of the Good Shepherd 

 
1 A Copy of this Psalm was given me by Bishop Mastra.  
2 William Brosend, Savior Like a Shepherd, Living By the Word. The Christian Century Vol. 117 No. 14 May 3, 2000. © 
2000.  
3 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Voice of the Shepherd, in The Preaching Life. Cowley Publications. © 1993. 
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who proclaims: “I have other sheep who are not of this fold.” Who knows, maybe those sheep we 
shut out are precious lambs of the Good Shepherd.   

     Jesus the Good Shepherd leads us out among the lost sheep, where we become shepherds 
ourselves, caring for others, seeking their good, and sometimes risking our own. We are not just sheep; 
we are shepherds too. Some years ago, I read a story about another good, if perhaps unlikely, shepherd 
by the name of Pee Wee Reese, the old shortstop for the Brooklyn Dodgers. Bob Herbert, writing in 
the New York Times, spoke of the friendship that grew up between Reese and Jackie Robinson.  Reese 
“was an unlikely supporter of integration of any kind. He had grown up in the Jim Crow atmosphere 
of Louisville, Kentucky...Everything in Reese’s early environment told him that black people were 
alien and lesser beings.  He had never shaken hands with a black person in his life....” On his way back 
from service in the South Pacific, Reese was informed that the Dodgers had hired a [Black] ballplayer, 
and not only that--[he] was a shortstop...There was nothing about the situation to like. But Reese 
decided, before the ship docked in San Francisco, that in his mind at least the issue would be strictly 
about playing ball, and not about race...As it turned out, when the Dodgers brought Robinson up later 
in the year, they put him at first base. (He would later play second.) Reese was secure at short. But 
Robinson wasn’t secure anywhere. The black man in the bright white Dodgers uniform was a full-
time target of all manner of abuse...One day in Cincinnati, when the abuse had reached a fever pitch, 
Reese decided he had had enough. The Dodgers were on the field and the players in the Reds’ dugout 
were shouting obscenities at Robinson. Fans were booing and cursing Robinson, who was standing at 
first and trying amid the chaos and the rising heat of his own anger to concentrate on the game. Reese 
called time. And in a gesture that has become famous, he walked across the infield to Robinson, placed 
a hand on his shoulder in a very public display of friendship, and offered him a few words of 
encouragement. [That has been called] baseball’s finest moment.”4 Reese acting as a good shepherd, 
risking his own standing, to care for one of God’s most talented sheep, Jackie Robinson, and allowing 
that sheep to be a shepherd for so many of the rest of us, both Black and White, who have followed 
after his courageous life. What ostracized sheep need our public displays of friendship today? Jesus 
the Good Shepherd leads us his sheep. Because he leads, we can follow in the knowledge that 
everything will be all right; he will keep us safe in his care.  Jesus the Good Shepherd leads us so that 
we might become shepherds ourselves, giving our lives for the sake of Christ’s sheep. 
 The Good Shepherd continues to seek the lost, to bind up the broken, to bring all of us home 
to those green pastures, and beside the still waters where our souls are restored. Jesus the Good 
Shepherd goes ahead of us, calling us to follow, empowering us to become shepherds ourselves, 
serving with those in whom Christ lives and laboring for those for whom Christ died. Because the 
Lord is our shepherd, there is nothing we shall want; there is nothing we need fear. The shepherd 
leads the way and goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives, and we shall dwell in 
God’s house forever. 
 
Let us pray: Lord Jesus, the Good Shepherd, to all of us your sheep, send us out following in your 
way, surrounded by your protecting hand, that we might become shepherds ourselves. We pray in 
your name. Amen.  

 
4 Bob Herbert, Baseball’s Finest Moment: Pee Wee Reese. The New York Times. September 23, 2005. © 2005.  


