
 1 

Ea4B  Acts4:5-12   Psalm 23   John 10:11-18 

 

My suspicion is that it is in deference to the beloved Psalm 23 that 

we annually celebrate Good Shepherd Sunday on the 4th Sunday of 

Easter every year. And our lectionary provides us with a different 

angle on Jesus as the Good Shepherd each year, each from the 

gospel of John Chapter 10. 

 

Jesus saying, “I am the Good Shepherd” tends for us urban 20th 

century folk to suggest a bucolic scene of rolling hills and lush 

meadows. 

 

The image of the shepherd, if alive for anyone we know today, is 

layered with a patina of romanticized nostalgia.  

We forget that sheep are dirty and smelly and uncooperative. 

In Jesus’ day the poorly paid shepherds were viewed as unclean 

persons who refused to respect boarders, the migrant workers of 

that day. 

John’s reference to shepherding is less about serenity than about 

survival. It was demanding work. Hardly romantic. 
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There is a downside to all the talk in Psalm 23 and John 10 about 

being God’s sheep. I am ever so glad to call the Lord my Shepherd, 

but I have never been too flattered by being called one of his sheep. 

I would rather be the eagle of the Lord, or maybe the cunning tiger. 

Sheep aren’t particularly smart, some say, scare easily, and have a 

knack for getting lost. 

 

The full lectionary reading for today, however, stresses the Good 

Shepherd, and his willingness to lay down his life for the sheep.  

One can even be wary of these texts. Could they have influenced 

over time a sheepish docility easily taken advantage of by the 

powerful? 

Where obedience is seen as the highest virtue then injurious 

submission to authority, whether rulers or clergy, is close at hand. 

Christians have colluded in their own injury, women have 

submitted to their own exploitation, minorities have cowered, men 

have been led off to war – all in the name of sheepish obedience. 

 

There is nothing sheepish, however, in the reading from Acts. Peter 

and John have been arrested by the authorities, the ‘archons,’ the 

principalities and powers, for healing a man and preaching the 
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resurrection of the Jesus whom these authorities had killed. They 

had spent a night in the pokey for speaking and preaching, but it 

did nothing to dampen their spirits. 

 

The surrounding people referred to Peter and John as uneducated 

and ordinary or “common” (idiotai – idiots). An array of power and 

the bearing of the powerful usually cow such people. But not these 

sheep. They had become shepherds, tough, watchful and vigilant!  

 

They use the occasion of their arraignment as a platform for 

preaching and healing/liberating. 

“When they saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized they 

were uneducated and idiotai/common/ordinary, they recognized 

them as companions of Jesus.” 

 

They had, in fact, observed that this was a trademark behavior for 

those who had been with Jesus. Jesus takes sheep and makes them 

hard-nosed shepherds…the best of stubbornness and 

bullheadedness and uncooperativeness in the face of the powerful! 
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Jesus takes those who have internalized the system of ranking and 

stratification as divinely ordained and frees them from these 

delusions. He awakens common, ordinary people who have never 

before sensed their power and sends them into the very maw of the 

system to denounce it! 

 

The Powers are not stupid. They sense the genuine threat this 

empowerment poses for their hegemony. This danger must be met 

head on. And so the entire priestly oligarchy turns out, the top 

power elite of Israel. “Their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in 

Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John and 

Alexander, and all who were of the high-priest family.” Those who 

count are present!  

 

These powers ask right away, “By what power or by what name did 

you do this?’ Obviously they could not have done it on their own, 

this ordinary and uneducated pair. Someone had to put them up to 

it. And indeed someone did. And the frightening thing is that 

although those very authorities had killed the Instigator, his 

comrades were stronger than ever. 
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The effrontery of these common idiots, these sheep turned tough 

shepherds!  

 

They make no effort to plea bargain. Instead, they stick it to the 

authorities: You murdered the One who empowered us. It is by his 

power that this formerly crippled man stands before you whole. 

And worse for you, this “criminal” you had the Romans execute is 

destined to become the cornerstone, for “there is salvation in no 

one else…no other name under heaven by which we may be saved.” 

 

What are Peter and John actually up to here? It may be a bit 

surprising to us to see that they were challenging the dominant 

system of authority. 

 Their leader and Lord Jesus was, if fact, the first person to provide 

a consistent critique of the domination system by his ministry of 

healing and empowering. 

Building on the prophets, he stripped away the façade of goodness 

constructed by the Powers and exposed their violence and greed, 

renouncing their domination in all its forms.  
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Sheep-like people through the years haven’t realized the depth of 

their oppression, accepting their inferior status as a God-given fate 

to be endured. The poor have usually had no idea that their 

liberation is the special concern of God. 

 

I wish that we could be reading both Acts 4 and Ezekiel 34 this 

Sunday. Ezekiel 34 is the passage from which all the gospel 

references to the good shepherd draw their meaning. It is a 

scathing indictment of the extent to which we who claim to follow 

the ‘good shepherd’ have been doing the opposite of what a good 

shepherd does. 

 

“Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! 

Should not shepherds feed the sheep? You eat the fat, you clothe 

yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings; but you do not 

feed the sheep. You have not strengthened to weak, you have not 

healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, you have not 

brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with 

force and harshness you have ruled them. So they were scattered, 

because there was no shepherd; and scattered, they became food for 

the wild animals.” EZ 34:2b-5 
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We are at the 4th Sunday of Easter. What is the Good Shepherd’s 

word to us here? The Resurrection can be seen as a rupture in the 

powerful systems of the world, the reversal of human injustice and 

oppression in all forms. 

 Resurrection addresses all attempts to thwart God’s will for God’s 

people. One meaning of salvation in Luke/Acts is the deliverance 

of human beings from evil whether physical, political, moral or 

eschatological, and the restoration of them to wholeness. 

 

Living that kind of resurrection vision in our kind of world requires 

us to be more like tigers, not sheep as usually imagined! 

Could it be that we need to renew these important images of sheep 

and shepherd and their relationship? 

 

I remember well the washing machine my mom had while I grew 

up. It had something at its center that bounced around, back and 

forth, to push what’s at the center out to the margins and bring 

what’s at the margins into the center such that the whole load 

could be transformed, made whole and clean. Without motion 

there was no transformation! 
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The piece at the center of the washing machine was called an 

“agitator.” And I can’t think of a more apt description of what the 

resurrection empowered Christian is called to be. The call of God 

pushes those at the center of our-world’s-all-too-concentrated 

power and wealth out to the margins to welcome the marginalized 

to the center. 

 

If we stay in our comfortable places and let the rest of our 

community and world stay as it is…so often anxious and fearful…so 

often divided by the haves and the have not’s…those like us and 

those not like us…those who have dominating power and those 

with little power…those who have health care and education and 

shelter and life’s necessities and those who lack these things…then 

we certainly are not acting like contemporary shepherds. 

Can we imagine the joy of being an effective “agitator” before the 

Powers on behalf of all God’s people? 

 

I would like simply to ask this: in this our larger Glenarm Place 

neighborhood and in our city and world, if it can be said that in 

our privilege we are at the center, then who is on the margins, and 
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what will be the agitation, the agitated discipleship that will bring 

compassion, advocacy, mercy and transformation?  

Our call is to remember that the Good Shepherd does “have other 

sheep that do not yet belong to this fold,” and who desires to call 

them by name, that there may be one flock and one Shepherd. 


