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You know things aren’t going well if God has to say, “From now on, I myself am the
shepherd.” I can only presume that means God was thinking, “I have zero trust in anyone
else being able to turn this situation around. And if I want the job done right – I’m going
to have to do it myself.” . . . This announcement by God comes as bad news for anyone
doing a lousy job of shepherding God’s people. But God’s announcement can be heard as
very good news for the rest of God’s people, the sheep of God’s flock. Because God is
going to bring the flock back together again! All the sheep will be restored to God’s
pasture, to God’s care. God will go after the lost, collect the strays, doctor the injured,
build up the weak ones, and oversee the strong ones. God will judge which sheep are
being pushy, troublesome, and destructive; and God will step in and make things right
between the sheep in God’s flock, to equalize the power dynamic among the sheep.
The acts of restoration and recompense, of welcoming back and judging, are all necessary
components in God’s reordering of the flock. And that made a lot of sense in Ezekiel’s
time as he was a prophet to the exiles – to God’s sheep that had been scattered and
displaced, injured and lost; sheep that were compromised, scrabbling, and fending for
themselves. During their time of exile all of those isolated, individual sheep needed to
remember they were still part of God’s flock, and that God was still with them as their
true shepherd. That God would still be their God whether they were in exile or not.
The time of exile that Ezekiel prophesied in makes me mindful of what seems to be our
own time of exile. Here we are scattered and apart in our separate homes, in our own
small circles of “safe” people – or feeling trapped in our own not-so-safe circumstances.
For months we have been feeling lost and lonely. We’ve been unemployed, or working
from home, or working behind shields. We’ve been unconnected, or only connected by
phone or Zoom. We’ve been at risk, or wondering what risks to take. We’re hopeful the
vaccine will be 90% effective – yet fearful of what could happen before the vaccine
becomes available to us. During our time of exile, as isolated and individual sheep we
need to remember that we are still part of God’s flock, and that God is still with us as our
true shepherd. We need to remember that God can find us no matter where we are, and
that God’s Spirit can connect with us and also connect us with one another across any
quarantine barriers or physical distance. We need to remember that God constantly pours
love and mercy upon us, and that God is always at work overcoming evil with good.
But when we hear how God our true shepherd goes about reordering God’s flock – does
that sound like “mixed news” of both good and bad news for us? Is it good or bad news
to find out that we are in need of both restoration and recompense as welcomed members
of God’s fold? Is it good or bad news to know that our sense of accountability to one
another and to God stands in need of recalibration? Is it good or bad news to hear that

God will judge how pushy, troublesome, and destructive we have been – so that we can
be set right with one another? . . . Whether God’s reordering of the flock is good or bad
news seems to depend on what kind of sheep we’ve become. . . . You may have noticed
that I have a few sheep here for examples.
Are we soft and squishy sheep? You know that quality of hug-ability really hasn’t been a
good “match” with social distancing, has it? Or perhaps we have been “too soft” when it
comes to social justice issues or having difficult conversations about systemic racism or
economic bias. Overly soft sheep tend to shy away from hard things.
But what if we have become tough as nails sheep? Does that mean that we’ve become so
rigid in our beliefs that our own sense of “being right” prevents us from hearing any other
viewpoint? Or perhaps we don’t even notice when we push past others to do things our
way, or to have things work out to our own advantage? Overly tough sheep don’t always
notice the harm they do to others, but also don’t shy away from hard things.
Can God help us to combine the robustness of our tough tendencies with the softness of
compassion and empathy? Can God help us to hold fast to our integrity and faithfulness –
while respecting the integrity and faithfulness of others? Can we humble ourselves
enough to make room for other sheep? To welcome those who might be different from
us? Can we humble ourselves enough to be corrected by God, and to accept God’s
forgiveness – in order to then act with mercy and extend forgiveness to others? Can we
become resilient sheep that trust in our shepherd’s care and leading? Do we know the
Lord is God? And that God made us, and we are God’s? Do we know ourselves to be
God’s people, and the sheep of God’s pasture?
If that’s what we know and believe to be true, then we should follow the advice of the
psalmist and make a joyful noise to the Lord by coming to God with singing, and
worshiping the Lord with gladness! We should give God thanks and praise for the Lord is
good, and God’s steadfast love endures forever. We should be thankful that God’s
faithfulness lasts forever – for all of God’s sheep.
It is good news to have God claim us as God’s own sheep. It is good news to be part of
God’s flock. It is good news that needs to be shared with sheep who have strayed, who
have been injured, or who feel they have no home and no one who cares for them. God
desires to be their shepherd, to have them know the comfort of being part of a beloved
flock. Do you know sheep who need a true shepherd? There’s room in the flock for them.
Amen.

