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11 For thus says the Lord GOD: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek 
them out. 12As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their 
scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the 
places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. 
13I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and 
will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of 
Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. 14I will feed 
them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be their 
pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on 
rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15I myself will be the shepherd of my 
sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord GOD. 16I will seek the lost, 
and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will 
strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them 
with justice. 
 
 Put your index finger on a map of England and move north. 

Cumbria is the last bit of land on the left-hand side before you get to 

Scotland. The Lake District is basically a small mountainous area of 

about 800 square miles made famous in the poetry of Wordsworth and 

Coleridge. Today it's the home of shepherd James Rebanks, who will 

tell you that the life of a shepherd has value in today’s world. In fact, 

he’s written a book titled The Shepherd’s Life in defense of this special 

way of being. Since our scripture today invites us to imagine the world 

of a shepherd, I thought you might like to hear how Rebanks describes 

his existence. This is a portion of a recent interview in National 

Geographic with reporter Simon Worrall. 
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 Worrall: You come from a long line of sheep 
farmers. Tell us about the Rebanks family. 
 Rebanks: The first mention of the Rebanks in the 
written records is in 1420 in a parish almost within sight 
from where I live now. They were small sheep and cattle 
farmers. Occasionally, they got up to being almost yeoman 
farmers, sometimes owning their farms. A century later 
they're back as agricultural workers or tenants on small 
farms, but always doing more or less the same thing in 
more or less the same place; and always reasonably well 
thought of in their community because they tried their best 
to be good at what they did. 
 Worrall: The book is dedicated to your 
grandfather. Tell us about him and your relationship. 
 Rebanks: The book is about growing up and becoming 
a man, I suppose. In a family business and tradition, you're 
thrown together for better or worse and your lives are 
shared. The early part of the book is about me effectively 
hero-worshipping my grandfather. He was an old hill 
farmer, and I still love him dearly twenty years after he died. 
He worshipped me as well, in a way. I was the blue-eyed boy 
who was going to take the farm on and keep his life's work 
going. 
 My relationship with my father, as with many lads 
growing up, was much more difficult. We would sometimes 
row like cats and dogs. But we ended up great friends. One of 
the last things he did before he died this year was to read my 
book. Because I knew my father was dying of cancer, the book 
became like a letter to my Dad. 
 Worrall: Among the central characters of the 
book are Herdwick sheep, a species perfectly 
adapted to its environment. What makes them so 
special? 
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 Rebanks: Herdwick sheep have been indigenous to the 
Lake District for the last thousand years. Local legend has it 
that they came on the boats with the Vikings. Recently, 
they've done genetic studies and it appears their nearest 
relatives are on the islands of the Wadden Sea off Denmark, 
and in Sweden, Norway and Iceland. 
 So the local myth is true: they are Viking sheep. They're 
the toughest mountain sheep in Britain. They also happen to 
be very productive. There's another feature of Herdwicks that 
is essential: they're hefted which means they're culturally 
conditioned to live on one tiny part of the mountain come 
hell or high water. That's where their mother taught them to 
graze, and there's an unbroken ancestry of these sheep 
teaching their daughters to do that, as far back as 1000 
years. 
  Worrall: A shepherd is nothing without a sheep 
dog. Describe that relationship. 
 Rebanks: A shepherd without a sheep dog isn't a 
shepherd. You have to gather the sheep in the mountains and 
the sheep are twice as fast as a man and on a mountain they'll 
be quite as clever as a man. You could take 300 people to our 
fell [mountain] without dogs and you wouldn't be able to lock 
down a single sheep. But six men and women with ten sheep 
dogs could gather that whole fell. So the whole thing is made 
possible because of sheep dogs, usually border collies, and 
the relationship is crucial. I have a bitch called Floss and a dog 
called Tan. They've just had puppies, and they're the most 
important part of my working life. They are one way by 
which a shepherd is judged. Other shepherds think you're 
useless if you haven't got a good sheepdog. If you have a 
very good sheepdog, it speaks about your skill and 
commitment and knowledge. 
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 I wish I could show you a photo or two of Rebanks at work with his 

sheep and his dogs in one of the most beautiful places in the world but 

you can find them this afternoon on the National Geographic website. I 

wanted us to try to inhabit the world of a modern day shepherd for a 

minute or two before we turn to our scripture for this morning from the 

prophet Ezekiel. Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, shepherds are 

symbolic of religious leadership. Thanks to the gospel of John the 

shepherd is one of the oldest and most famous images for Jesus. Artists 

across the centuries inspired by the words of scripture to help us 

understand how a shepherd is devoted to the well-being of his or her 

flock. 

 But we can get a bit too sentimental about all these lovely pastoral 

images. Listen to the words of Wil Gafney, Professor of Old Testament 

and Hebrew at The Lutheran Theological Seminary in Philadelphia: 

 “Ancient Israelite and other Near Eastern Shepherds did 
much more than cuddle lambs. They fought, sometimes 
valiantly, sometimes viciously, against predatory animals and 
human predators in defense of their flocks. The famous 
shepherd of the 23rd psalm is a comforting presence because 
the shepherd is armed to the teeth, a rod in one hands and a 
staff in the other. The shepherd's ability to respond violently 
is an overlooked, but integral element of shepherding.” 

 
 With this warning from Professor Gafney, let's go to Ezekiel 34 and 

consider how God will work on behalf of his sheep: 
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• I will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain 
heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie 
down in good grazing land 

• I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make 
them lie down, says the Lord God. 

• I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I 
will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, 
but the fat and the strong I will destroy, I will feed them 
with justice. 

 
 Wow! For those of us who like to sentimentalize all this writing 

about shepherds that last verse is a jolt, isn't it? Ezekiel is reminding us 

that it is the prerogative of the shepherd to decide which sheep to cull. 

Back to Professor Gafney again: 

 This verse is a reminder that violence is a necessary 
element of shepherding. God as the shepherd is the ultimate 
judge of who will be sustained and protected and who will be 
removed. Look again at the words in verse 16... 
  I will feed them with justice. 

 

 Because Ezekiel moves here from pastoral to prophetic, it is 

important for us to stop for a moment and understand the historic 

setting, the world behind this text. Just a chapter earlier Ezekiel has 

received the news of the fall of Jerusalem. The Temple has been 

destroyed, the leaders have been sent into exile. On the other side of all 

that destruction and loss is time for reckoning and it is all about the 

failure of Israel's leadership. 

 Chapter 34 opens with a scathing critique: 
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(v 2-6) Thus says the Lord God: 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 the 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 all the wild animals. My 
sheep were scattered, they wandered over all the mountains 
and on every high hill; my sheep were scattered over all the 
face of the earth, with no one to search or seek for them. 

 
 Is it any wonder the Shepherd-in-Chief is stepping in again to 

personally supervise the flock following this failure in leadership? It is 

now the task of the prophet-in this case Ezekiel-to remind the people 

that God is still in charge. 

 The sheep have indeed been scattered and God is speaking 

through Ezekiel in chapters 34-48 to offer hope, to invite those in exile 

to keep the faith and rest assured that the Good Shepherd is still at 

work on their behalf in verse 20 Ezekiel begins to unveil the blueprint 

for the restoration of Israel... 

Therefore, thus says the Lord God to them: I myself will 
judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. Because you 
pushed with flank and should and butted at all the weak 
animals with your horns until you scattered them far and 
wide, I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be 
ravaged, and I will judge between sheep and sheep. 

I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, 
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and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their 
shepherd. And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant 
David shall be prince among them; I, the LORD, have spoken. 

I will make with them a covenant of peace and banish 
wild animals from the land, so that they may live in the wild 
and sleep in the woods securely. I will make them and the 
region around my hill a blessing; and I will send down the 
showers in their season, they shall be showers of blessing. 

 
 It is this blueprint offered by the prophet Ezekiel and others that 

creates the expectation among the faithful that God will send a new 

leader who will restore the throne of King David. You might consider 

that we are reading this morning how Ezekiel describes in the language 

of the shepherd the very same peaceable kingdom we find in Isaiah 

11... 

The wolf shall live with the lamb, 
the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the 

lion and the fatling together, 
and a little child shall lead them. 

They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; 
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD 

as the waters cover the sea. 
 
 Next Sunday with the arrival of Advent we enter into our season 

of waiting for the One that God has promised, the Good Shepherd who 

comes to seek the lost, bring back the strayed, bind up the injured, 

strengthen the weak and feed them with justice. 


	Worrall: The book is dedicated to your grandfather. Tell us about him and your relationship.
	Worrall: A shepherd is nothing without a sheep dog. Describe that relationship.

