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PSALM 23
1 The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
2 He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
	he leads me beside still waters; 
3 he restores my soul. 
	He leads me in right paths for his name's sake. 
4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
	I fear no evil; for you are with me; 
	your rod and your staff-- they comfort me. 
5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 
	you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, 
	and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my whole life long.

GOSPEL ACCLAMATION		Hallelujah					ELW 173

GOSPEL				John 10:11-18 
		
		The holy gospel according to John.   Glory to you, O Lord.

[Jesus said:] 11“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 12The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away—and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. 14I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 15just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. 16I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. 17For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. 18No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father.”

The gospel of the Lord.    Praise to you, O Christ.

SERMON				Earth Day


	Grace and peace to you from God who always guides us, from Jesus the Good Shepherd, and from the Spirit who leads us in the very ways we need to be led as we celebrate this Earth Day week.
I really cannot imagine a more remarkable convergence than celebrating this earth day week on the Sunday of the Good Shepherd.  We are invited to imagine ourselves as another creature. A sheep no less.  
	We are first invited by Psalm 23 which pictures us as sheep who are made to lie down in green pastures. That way we can both rest and eat really good and nourishing stuff.   Just ruminate on that! And then the Lord, our Good Shepherd, leads us to still waters, not rushing rivers that might drown us.  Rather she leads us to waters where we can drink in safety – waters of life, rather than flooding waters of death. 
	And the paths our shepherd leads us on are just the right paths, the very paths that will get us where we need to go, because, after all, our shepherd’s name, her reputation is at stake.
	But that doesn’t mean there is not danger out there. Verse 4 reminds us that we walk through the darkest valley.  There we experience darkness and wolves and even questionable humans.  But with our Good Shepherd leading, we sheep know that we need not be afraid.  
	“I fear no evil; for you are with me.” 
Our Good Shepherd has both rod -- which keeps us in line and the wolves at bay -- and staff -- so we can see our Good Shepherd at all times, so we know where we ought to go.   This rod and this staff-- they are our comfort. 
	This image of God as shepherd is so comforting that it was part of the catechism of the early church. It was used by some in the early Church to teach about the sacraments: we are lead beside the waters in baptism, the communion table is prepared before us, and in the last rites we are anointed with oil.  
	And then, this very image is expanded in John where Jesus declares himself to be the Good Shepherd.  And I am struck, and perhaps you are as well, by three things the Good Shepherd does.  First, last, and primarily, the Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  Our shepherd is not like a hired hand who runs away from the wolf, allowing said wolf to slaughter his own.  The shepherd lays down his life before that would-be wolf, perhaps in this act becoming wolf’s food for the sake of the world.  Two, our Shepherd knows his sheep, and they know him.  We imagine him calling them each by name.  
My now departed friend, Sally Simundson, grew up knowing the names of the sheep as “Shirley, Goodness, and Mercy” as they followed after the Good Shepherd all the days of their lives!  
	And third, and rather astonishingly, our Good Shephard does not say, these sheep in this group are mine, but you other sheep.  I don’t care about you.  Rather our good shepherd says this:
	I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. (John 10:16)
	It is so easy to get romantic about all of this.  We picture the Good shepherd holding a wee gentle lamb in his arms, very much like the stained-glass window I am accustomed to look at when I sing in my church choir.  Ahh.
	But the truth is, I cannot hear either of Psalm 23 or this lesson from John without thinking about all that I learned from Samuel Terrien, who taught me psalms many, many years ago when I was a first-year student at Union Seminary in New York City.   Samuel Terrien, whom we all called the Maurice Chevalier of Union, was a Frenchman who had spent several years living with the Bedouin shepherds in Israel/Palestine.  He invited us to read Psalm 23 through the eyes and experiences of these shepherds.  
	The first thing he taught us was that being a good shepherd is really hard work because sheep are stubborn and willful creatures who have their own ideas about what they want to do and where they want to go.  So much for my romantic stained-glass window with that adorable, cuddly lamb in the arms of Jesus.  Terrien invited us to remember that when think of ourselves as sheep, we should remember that we are not at all easy to love or to lead.  
	So on this earth day Sunday, think about this with me.  Think about yourself as an animal.  And don’t think about yourself as some noble beast who leads all the other animals and is smart and clever.  Do not think about the picture of humanity in Genesis 1 where humans are pictured as the pinnacle of creation, given dominion over other creatures.  Oh no, we are invited to think of ourselves as stupid and stubborn.  Imagine that.  With our own ideas about where we want to go, not looking out for our own welfare or the welfare of others.  Not protecting other animals, but rather frightened of them.  Think about us as dumb animals who fill our still waters with polluting plastics, who destroy our green pastures by leaving them bare, who fill the air along the paths with poison, leaving untold species of sister and brother animals dead forever.  How we, like sheep, have gone astray!  How in need we are of a Good Shepherd who watches over us!  Think of yourself as a sheep who needs love and direction, who needs our Good Shepherd to see each and every one of us as much more than just some useless beast.  
I am always drawn to the last two verses of Psalm 23:
	5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 
		you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 
	6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, 
		and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my whole life long.
Many scholars think the metaphor of Psalm 23 changes in these final verses from shepherd to host.  But my beloved teacher, Samuel Terrien, would have none of it.  He told us what the Bedouin would do when a sheep got hurt or sick.  These nomadic shepherds would bring the injured sheep into the tent.  And there they would feed the sheep at mealtime.  And they would take healing ointments and rub them into the wounds, anointing the sheep with oil, if you will.  And there they would take care of the elderly sheep, letting them live out their days in the comfort of the tent.  What a thing to do with stubborn willful sheep, lead them in love and care for all their needs.
	And we might easily see this as the crux of this earth day reading of our Good Shepherd texts.  But I think if we did so, we would then miss another crucial move we are invited to take.  We are not only to follow the Good Shepherd; we are also invited to model our lives after his.  This is a crucial part of discipleship.  We follow Jesus as both leader and model.  Psalm 23 and John 10 invite us to imagine what is it to become good shepherds ourselves. What if we were to be like Christ in our own treatment of all living things: all humans no matter their race or creed, all other animals like ourselves, plants, even soil and water?  What would it be like if we knew all living creatures by name and called them part of our own flock, our own family?  What if we, ourselves, were willing to give our lives for this flock, this family, this earth and all creatures?  Perhaps Genesis 1 doesn’t have it completely wrong after all.  We humans, made in the image of God, are to have sovereignty over all in just the same manner as God, in Jesus, has sovereignty over all.  Jesus rules as a Good Shepherd who lays down his life for his all-inclusive flock, wearing a crown of thorns. Might we not do the same?  
	Dear friends, I invite you on this Earth Day Sunday, to remember that we are both stubborn unruly sheep deeply in need of a Good Shepherd to lead us, and we are to be just such shepherds to all of God’s vast creation.  This calling is a gift, beyond our wildest dreams.  This calling is a gift our world and all our neighbors need beyond all imagining.  Listen! God is calling. Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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