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Every country has some picture in mind of the “ideal citizen”—someone who kind of captures what that nation is all
about. In the United States, for a long stretch—well over a hundred years—that picture was the American farmer. If you
wanted to understand what America was like, you looked at the farmer.

Think about what that life involves: long days, hard physical work, and dealing with things you can’t control—weather,
prices, the ups and downs of each season. Because of that, farmers came to represent perseverance and grit. There’s
also that strong sense of independence—taking care of the land, making your own decisions, providing not just for your
own family but for others too. In a very real way, farmers feed the nation. And the image of the farmer became tied to
small-town life, close-knit communities, and a simpler, more grounded way of living.

Even some of the early presidents fit that picture. George Washington, for example, was eager to step away from the
presidency after two terms and return to Mount Vernon—to, as he put it, “sit under his vine and fig tree.”

Over time, though, farming changed. Farms grew larger, machinery took over much of the labor, and that old image of
the typical farmer started to feel a bit outdated. But for most of our history, the American farmer really did stand as a
picture of the nation’s culture and values.

For the people of Israel at Jesus’ time, the picture of the “ideal citizen” wasn’t a farmer—it was a shepherd. Shepherds
and sheep are familiar images for us as Christians, but they would have meant even more to people living in Israel 2,000
years ago. That was everyday life for them. It was part of their culture.

When we picture a shepherd, we might imagine peaceful green pastures and fluffy white sheep. But the land of Israel
doesn’t really look like that. Much of it is dry, rocky, and rugged. A shepherd and his flock would travel long distances just
to find small patches of grass. There were narrow, hard-to-see paths—some leading to water, others leading straight into
danger. And there were always threats—wild animals ready to attack the sheep.

It wasn’t an easy job. A shepherd had to be tough, worn by the weather, staff in hand, constantly watching over sheep
that were scattered across the hills. It was the kind of work you could only do if you truly cared about the sheep.
That’s the picture Jesus uses in Gospel of John when he says, “Very truly | tell you Pharisees, anyone who does not
enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber.” And then he makes it
personal: “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”

So today, as we celebrate Good Shepherd Sunday, we get a glimpse of what life is like under the care of Jesus, our Good
Shepherd. It’s a full life—not because it’s easy, but because we’re not alone. It’s a life lived in the community of the
Church, where our Shepherd feeds us through Word and Sacrament. And it’s a life where our love for the Shepherd starts
to show itself in love for the people around us.

That doesn’t mean life will be free from hardship. But it does mean this: we have a Shepherd who knows the way, who
stays with us, and who leads us—step by step—as we follow him.

God really does want what’s good for you. We believe that...right? At least in our heads we do. But sometimes it’s harder
to feel that in our hearts. Why is that? Part of it is all the voices competing for our attention. Jesus talks about that in
Gospel of John: “When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because
they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not
recognize a stranger’s voice.” Then John adds that the Pharisees didn’t really understand what Jesus was saying.

And really, this isn’t anything new. It goes all the way back to the beginning—in the Book of Genesis, in the Garden of
Eden. God wanted only good for his people. Everything he made for them was good—beautiful trees, plenty of food,
everything they needed for life.



But instead of trusting the One who gave them life, they followed what looked good to them in the moment. They
turned away from God and tried to do life on their own. In the end, they listened to a stranger’s voice.

And the truth is, we run into that same problem today. We try to do life on our own. | remember a few years ago thinking
| could just knock some snow out of the chute of a snowblower with my hand—bad idea. | nearly lost a finger. I'm
guessing I’'m not the only one who’s learned a lesson like that. Maybe it’s not a snowblower for you, but how often do we
get ourselves into trouble because we think, “I've got this. | can handle it. No one will know.”

Then listen to what Jesus says in Gospel of John: “The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his
voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.” Just think about that for a moment—he knows your name.
Every single one of you. He knows me by name too. And he’s the one who's called us. He’s the door we’ve entered
through by faith.

Picture heaven like this: one great, safe sheep pen. And there’s only one way in. Jesus says, “through me.” There isn’t
another option. That’s why he can say with confidence: “l am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me
will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die.”

Jesus wants to give us life—real life. He's the source of it. And if we’re going to experience life the way it’s meant to be, it
must come from him, not from us trying to figure it out on our own.

That’s why it matters so much that God sent Jesus. Jesus listened perfectly to his Father’s voice and followed his will in
everything—right up to the cross. And there, by his death, he paid for all those times we’ve listened to the wrong voices,
the times we’ve gone our own way. Because of him, we’re forgiven.

Listen to how David puts it in Psalms: “Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm
37:4) God isn’t against joy. He’s not against happiness or even fun. But he knows that if we chase those things our own
way, we’ll end up drifting from our Good Shepherd—and that never ends well. Instead, Jesus says, “I have come that
they may have life, and have it to the full.” In Gospel of John, that word “full” carries the idea of something
overflowing—life that is abundant, beyond what we could measure or expect.

And that’s the life he wants for you. So, may God lead all of us to keep following our Good Shepherd—and in him, to truly
have life to the full. Amen.



