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For this is what the Sovereign Lord says: I Myself will search for My sheep and look after them. 
As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will I look after My sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered on a day of clouds and darkness. 
I will bring them out from the nations and gather them from the countries, and I will bring them into their own land. I will pasture them on the mountains of Israel, in the ravines and in all the settlements in the land. 
I will tend them in a good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel will be their grazing land. There they will lie down in good grazing land, and there they will feed in a rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 
I Myself will tend My sheep and have them lie down, declares the Sovereign Lord. 
I will search for the lost and bring back the strays. I will bind up the injured and strengthen the weak, but the sleek and the strong I will destroy. I will shepherd the flock with justice.


I received this postcard in the mail this week.  It’s the invitation to my high school reunion this September.  A couple years ago, they began having all alumni reunions.  I doubt I’ll go this year, since it’s on a Saturday evening, and not around here.  I grew up and graduated from high school in Illinois, south of Chicago, in a little town called Crete.  I left town shortly after for college, and that’s really the last time I’ve lived in that town.  I’ve lost touch with almost all of my high school classmates, since I’ve always lived away from the area.


It wasn’t like that for my parents.  They grew up on the south side of Chicago and lived in that general area all their lives.  They took vacations, of course, and my father spent some time in the Marines, but otherwise they lived in that same area all their lives.  Traveling five miles east to Indiana was like going to a foreign country.  I left Illinois and spent seven years in school in Wisconsin, and have lived in Michigan the rest of my life.


Our children are scattered even more so.  They all left Michigan after high school and attended college in Minnesota.  Two have spent time in Arizona, one has spent time in Beijing, and now all of them live out of state.  I probably mentioned a year ago at the time I attended my aunt’s funeral in Tennessee how their family has scattered.  They have four chil​dren who lived in four different states.  The parents, my aunt and uncle, moved to Tennessee, a different state.


This is what life has become like.  If you were born and raised and have always lived in this area, you are now in the minority.  Children grow up, go away to school, move away to take a job, or move away to look for a job.  Ties to home are being stretched.  I can’t honestly imagine that I’ll ever go back to my hometown again; I have no contacts left there at all.  Life has become very scattered.


Notice again what the Lord says through the prophet Ezekiel: “I My​self will search for My sheep and look after them. As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will I look after My sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered on a day of clouds and darkness. I will bring them out from the nations and gather them from the countries, and I will bring them into their own land.”


They had not moved away from home in search of education or jobs.  No, they had been forcibly evicted from their homeland.  The Babylonians had come, overrun the land, destroyed Jerusalem, and taken some of the survivors captive to Babylon.  There they lived away from home for seventy years.  That’s what He means by “scattered.”  Ezekiel was active as prophet in Babylon, and may not himself have been familiar with their homeland.  But he relayed to the people God’s promise to gather them again and to restore them to their homeland.


The One who would do that is God Himself, “I Myself will search for My sheep and look after them.”  The Lord Himself would serve as the shepherd who not only watches over the sheep, but also looks for them when they are scattered, and brings them back when they stray.  That pro​mise was partially fulfilled when the Israelites were allowed to return to their homeland at the end of the seventy years.  That promise was more ful​filled when Jesus came as our Good Shepherd.  That promise will be com​pletely fulfilled when Jesus comes again to gather us all together to Himself forever.


When the Israelites returned from the Babylonian Captivity and reset​tled in their land, they did gather together to listen to the words of the Lord.  Ezra, the scribe, read the words of God to them.  They did rebuild the temple in Jerusalem, which was so much less than Solomon’s temple had been that some of the older people there cried.  They did establish syna​gogues in the various communities where they could gather for worship each Sabbath.  That is where many of them found Jesus during His ministry, teaching them in the synagogues on the Sabbath, and teaching them else​where during the week.


But the true nature of the Good Shepherd became clear at the end of Holy Week.  We heard Jesus say in our Gospel reading, “I am the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.” Jn10v11.  The Good Shepherd loves His sheep so much that He set aside His own existence for them, gave up His life for them, died for them.  Our Good Shepherd took our sin and guilt to the cross and there died for us.  He was innocent, but He died for us.


After Jesus’ ascension into heaven, the believers were content to settle down into life in Jerusalem.  There were three thousand believers on Pentecost, and soon there were five thousand.  Jesus had told them, “You will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth,” Ac1v8, but they were content to stay put in Jeru​salem.  They even set up the seven deacons to serve food to the poor among them, but they hardly functioned at all.


Since they weren’t leaving Jerusalem to go where God had sent them, God allowed persecution to chase them out of Jerusalem.  After the execution of Stephen, the young firebrand Saul took over and vigorously pursued the elimination and the extinction of the believers.  As a result, the believers were scattered from Jerusalem, and took the Gospel to “Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth,” just as Jesus had told them to.


These scattered believers became known as the Diaspora, a Greek name that means scattered.  Years later, the apostle Peter wrote to this very group; he began his first letter with the words:

To God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by His blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance. 1Pe1v1,2.
°Ñ_It was to this scattered group that Peter wrote, “And when the Chief Shep​herd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.” 1Pe5v4.  The Chief Shepherd had, of course, already appeared the first time, born in Bethlehem, crucified on Golgotha, ascended from near Bethany.  But the Chief Shepherd will reappear at the end of time for Judgment Day, and then we also “will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.”  It’s also in that context that Peter talks about the ordi​nary human shepherds of God’s flock, and speak words that are always repeated at the installation of a pastor:

Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 1Pe5v2,3.
°Ñ_The apostle Paul said much the same thing to the pastors of the churches in Ephesus:

Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which He bought with His own blood. I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and dis​tort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard! Ac20v28-31.
°Ñ_
The most beautiful of all the psalms talks about our Savior as our Good Shepherd.  When it says that “the Lord is my Shepherd,” it has really said everything there is to say; all the rest of the psalm is included in those few words.  If the Lord God Himself is my Shepherd, if the all-powerful God is watching over me, what do I have to fear?  How can I possibly lack anything?  And then the psalmist, King David, illustrates that point with numerous examples.  My Shepherd feeds me with the good food of His Word and Sacraments.  He gives me the clear and pure water of His words and promises.  Even when it seems that I am surrounded by enemies, by savage wolves who want to tear out my throat, yet my Shepherd seats me at His rich table and feeds me good food.  When it seems that death is very near, and when death is very near, when I walk through the narrow valley where death may be waiting around each bend, even then I need fear nothing, for my Shepherd is with me and is protecting me.  That which pur​sues me throughout my life is not my enemies, but God’s mercy and love.  Therefore I too will dwell with my Shepherd forever.


Our Good Shepherd gathers the scattered sheep.  This happens now, but only in part.  But we look forward to the great reunion when our Good Shepherd will gather us together forever with Him in the home He has prepared for us.  That will be a celebration that will never end.  Amen.
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