In the Name of God, Author, Word and Translator, our Shepherd and our Ruler.  Amen.


My name is Jay Childs Mitchell, baptized child of God.  I am named for my paternal great-grandfather which I must admit makes it just a little creepy to visit the family plot at the cemetery.  My name tells a story.  It is who I am, it is how I interact with the world.  It’s how the world identifies me.  Names are one of the most personal parts of ourselves.  Think of how much is contained in them.  An entire person is wrapped up in just those few words.  Jay Childs Mitchell means son, friend, student, seminarian, endorsed candidate for ordained ministry, the list could go on.

And, every time we gather together to worship, we are reminded that we worship a God who comes to us by name.  That name is the name above all names, we are told in Ephesians.  Our God—supreme ruler—came to us in time and place.  Our God—supreme ruler—took on a name; a name that was personal; a name that told—and still tells—a story; a name that summed up a person.  Our God—supreme ruler—came to us as Yeshua ben Miryam L’Natzeret.  Jesus, Son of Mary of Nazareth.

And through Yeshua, God calls to each of us.  Calls us into new life, calls us into privileges and responsibilities as beloved and named by God.


And God calls you, calls each of us, by name.  But God also calls to all of us by name.  


But by what name are we called? //

Sheep.  Ezekiel describes a God who will tend sheep.  The Psalmist tells us that we are the sheep of God’s hand.  And again, in Jesus’ parable we see the equation of the nations to flocks of sheep and goats.  

In both Ezekiel and Matthew we see God as ruler and judge over the nations—who are like flocks—sheep in Ezekiel and both sheep and goats in Matthew.  This imagery of sheep and goats is spoken to a mostly Jewish audience by Rabbi Yeshua ben Miryam - the ultimate Torah source and scholar - is an image that would expand the reign of Christ to more than just the Jewish people.  God in Christ is ruler of all nations, over all peoples, over all creation.


Let me tell you, whatever you think you are, you are a sheep.  God says so in Ezekiel.  You are a sheep, through Yeshua ben Miryam.  Through baptism and the promises of God, you are a sheep.  Claimed, named, and called. 

We, the claimed, named, and called sheep of God’s hand are not just passive, following, clueless sheep we are also charged with life-giving responsibility.  We are called through baptism into the death and resurrection of Yeshua—our God with a name—into relationship.

We worship a God of relationship.


But what is that relationship?//

On this Sunday, we of course think of God in Jesus Christ as the ruler of our lives, ruler of all creation.  But there is a much more intimate relationship we are called to think upon this Sunday:


Shepherd and sheep.


Ezekiel tells us that God is the shepherd of God’s people.  God takes care of us.  God seeks out the lost, God tends to the wounded, God protects and defends us.  But God also calls us to follow and to do.  That is what sheep do, is it not?  They live their lives in the protection of their shepherd but also following his will—where they will go, what they will do.  And Matthew’s Gospel reminds us that God in Jesus does this, God protects and cares for us.  But as sheep, God our shepherd also calls us into life within the flock, under the protection of our shepherd, and in relationship with our fellow sheep.//

In our humanity, we are very content to trust on the bond between sheep and shepherd and to let God take care of all the work.  But our call as claimed sheep of God is to care for our fellow sheep.  Not just through the physical burdens we help to carry:  hunger, thirst, unlivable wages—which we as a flock of God do help with through our outreach ministries.  We are also called on to care through outpoured love as from our shepherd to us; and through us to others.  We are called on to welcome the stranger, visit the lonely, tend the sick.  And the first step is to know not only our own names as sheep of God, but also the names of our fellow sheep, to grow into relationship with our fellow sheep.  And in growing into relationship with our fellow sheep we are also growing in relationship with our shepherd.

Indeed, in the end, we are called to care for our own shepherd. //

Did you hear it?//

“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”

God, our great shepherd—through a man with a name—identifies with us.  God is one of us as much as God is so much more than any one of us.  This is a God who knows our humanity, knows what it is to have a name.  We the cared for members of God’s flock are to care for our shepherd in our caring for one another.

So, I say to you, it really does not matter if you identify as a sheep or a goat.  We are sheep of God’s hand, led by our great shepherd Yeshua ben Miryam L’Natzaret.  Jesus, Son of Mary of Nazareth.  Jesus the Christ our Shepherd and our King.  And through this man from Nazareth, a man who had a name, who has a story, and through whom we are called into relationship with God; through this man we are given the promises of God.  


We are in everlasting relationship with the Christ.  And, I suppose you could say, we are in physical relationship with this Jesus the Christ our Shepherd and our King by living in relationship with one another.  We must remember that when we gather together around this table, we are in physical relationship with our Shepherd not just in our communion with each other but through bread and wine, sure signs of Christ’s real, abiding, and continuing presence with us.  Through it, through this intimate sharing of our shepherd we are strengthened to fulfill our calls as God’s sheep; we are preserved, protected and defended from a harsh and trying world.  Through this intimate relationship of holding our shepherd in our own hands, God seeks out the lost and the lonely and empowers us to work for the same.


And that is our call as claimed, named, and called sheep of God’s hand, people of God’s pasture:  to live in relationship with our Shepherd, to care for our fellow sheep until our shepherd comes again to lead, guide, judge and rule over his sheep.

And he will come again, in glory with all the angels with him, and he will sit in state upon his thrown with all the angels gathered before him.  And he will separate the sheep from the goats.  But we have the promises of God, through the prophet Ezekiel, that we have a God who takes care of us, seeks us out, takes care of us.  The Psalmist assures us that we are the sheep of God’s hand, people of God’s pasture.


So may glory and dominion be to the One who waded in the waters of Miryam’s womb, walked the way of suffering as one of the woman-born, and woke from the grasp of death in the deep darkness of the morning, Jesus the Christ, our shepherd and king. Amen.
