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I love Good Shepherd Sunday. It’s always the Fourth Sunday after Easter, so we’re still riding the 
sugary resurrection high as we hear the poetic passage from John’s gospel about Jesus tending 
his flock, calling them each by name, seeking out the lost, cradling them in his loving arms. 
  
The image of Jesus as the Good Shepherd is an ancient, beloved, and enduring metaphor of our 
Lord’s tender care for each one of us. You see it in Christian art and statuary; you see it in one of 
my favorite places in the world to pray — the tiny Good Shepherd Chapel in the undercroft of 
the Washington National Cathedral; you can even see it, as I did last month, in the Roman 
catacombs, those early Christian burial sites located deep beneath that ancient city. 
  
On Good Shepherd Sunday, sheep abound. They’re all over our readings, sure, but then there’s 
the music. We sing such sheep-inspired hymns as “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us,” “The King 
of Love my Shepherd Is;” the choir anthem is inevitably “My Shepherd Will Supply My Need.” 
And then, just when we’re edging toward sheep overload, we recite the beloved 23rd Psalm: 
“The Lord is my Shepherd.” In the King James Version, if we’re lucky. 
  
This morning, we also get a lot of sheep running around. Fewer than on Good Shepherd Sunday, 
but we still get Psalm 23 and a few sheepish hymns. But if you look closely, you’ll notice a 
difference. Things are a bit darker; not quite as fluffy. It doesn’t officially exist on the church 
calendar, but based on the readings, we might call today Bad Shepherd Sunday. That passage 
from Jeremiah sets up the contrast between the Good Shepherd and the bad shepherd. “Woe to 
the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture!” proclaims the prophet. 
  
The thing is shepherds are given great responsibility. They are entrusted with caring for God’s 
creatures, who depend upon them for their very survival. They can choose to use their authority 
responsibly or they can abuse it. They can nurture their flock and lead the sheep to safety; or they 
can ignore their flock and lead them to destruction. 
  
If you were to take a piece of paper and draw a line down the middle and label one side “Good 
Shepherd” and the other side “Bad Shepherd,” it might look like this: Good Shepherd: 
compassionate, loving, nurtures, protects, guides, gathers, lays down his life for his sheep. Bad 
Shepherd: inattentive, self-serving, uncaring, cruel, sows division, scatters, flees when danger 
arises. The contrast is stunning. To use the parallel imagery of the 23rd Psalm, good shepherds 
lead their flocks to green pastures and still waters and right pathways; they protect them with 
their rod and staff and guide them through dangerous valleys. Bad shepherds, on the other hand, 
lead their sheep into mayhem, disaster, and death. 
  
Today is less about shepherds faithfully tending their sheep and more about wolves in sheep’s 
clothing seeking to dupe and destroy the sheep. 
  



So what’s Jeremiah talking about? It’s helpful to know that in the ancient world, the image of the 
shepherd wasn’t limited to religion. For us, unless we’re actually out tending sheep — which 
we’re probably not —  we exclusively associate pastoral imagery with the ecclesiastical. The 
word “pastor” means shepherd; when we care for others we call this “pastoral care;” bishops 
literally carry a shepherd’s staff as a symbol of their pastoral authority. 
  
Yet, if you asked the average person in Jeremiah’s day about earthly shepherds, they would have 
named not clergy, but rulers. Kings were the ones seen as the chief shepherds of the people, 
providing for their needs, protecting them, guiding them. Which is why Jesus proclaiming 
himself as the Good Shepherd was both radical and controversial. In doing so he was taking a 
secular image of kingship and applying it to himself in a new way. The kingship of Jesus was not 
of this world, but encompassed a different realm entirely. We’re used to the idea of Jesus as the 
Good Shepherd, but his original hearers would have been scandalized by the image. “Are you 
claiming to be a king? There’s only one king – and he’s certainly not a poor, itinerant rabbi. 
That’s ridiculous.” 
  
So, in this passage about bad shepherds, Jeremiah is holding the political leaders of Israel to a 
higher standard and condemning them for failing the people in their care. The kings of Judah had 
been lousy shepherds, allowing the flock to be scattered and exiled from their homeland. This 
failure of the political leadership 600 years before the birth of Jesus, is what led to the 
destruction of the city of Jerusalem, the sacking of the Temple, and the forced exile of the 
Israelites from their homeland for 70 years. 
  
That’s what Jeremiah was talking about. And as he was writing this, the people of Israel were 
scattered. They were, as Jesus puts it, “like sheep without a shepherd.” Certainly sheep without a 
good shepherd. They were driven from their homeland, persecuted, vulnerable, separated from 
family and friends, living in fear and scarcity. The lack of faith in God, coupled with the leaders’ 
faith in themselves, got them into this mess. And we see the contrast between leaders who don’t 
care about the people and the loving, compassionate nature of God who will never forsake his 
beloved children. 
  
Jesus, of course, is the only true good shepherd. He alone embodies all the characteristics and 
traits on the left side of our list. So, when we put our faith in human shepherds, no matter how 
good their intentions, we will invariably be disappointed. We get in trouble when we confuse our 
one, true Good Shepherd with those who shepherd congregations. Present company included. 
  
Earthly ecclesiastical shepherds must always and consistently and faithfully point to Jesus, not to 
themselves. When clergy begin to proclaim themselves rather than Christ, or start to put their 
own needs ahead of their flock, they’re heading down the road of the bad shepherd. It doesn’t 
take much to think about the damage bad shepherds have done to the church over the years. 
Clergy sexual abuse scandals are exhibit A, perhaps, but laziness or a lack of faith or a failure of 
leadership all diminish congregations and prevent them from becoming the beloved communities 
that Jesus so desires them to be. 
  



But the church is not the only earthly vessel where bad shepherds can do damage. We may no 
longer look to political leaders as shepherds, but the same contrasting list can be held up for our 
elected officials. We desperately crave leaders who are compassionate and loving; leaders who 
guide and protect rather than those who are self-serving and cruel; uncaring and divisive. 
Jeremiah was railing against a crisis in temporal leadership and it would be interesting to hear 
what he would have to say about the current state of political leadership in this country. 
  
Where you stand on this issue may depend on where you get your news, but I think we can all 
agree it would be nice if our political leaders, from the President of the United States right on 
down to our town selectmen, embodied more qualities of good shepherds. Acting with 
compassion in accordance with the values of the Good Shepherd; tending to the lost and the 
lonely and the vulnerable. I do worry that we are drifting into a place of cruelty and division 
rather than compassion and unity. That we are scattering the flock rather than gathering it. That 
we are sowing seeds of fear rather than binding up the brokenhearted. 
  
I don’t think Bad Shepherd Sunday will ever become a thing. No one’s going to write a hymn for 
Bad Shepherd Sunday. And that’s probably a good thing. But I appreciate the contrast, because it 
serves as a reminder that ultimately, it is the Good Shepherd alone who brings healing and 
wholeness to situations of isolation and brokenness. And we need this Good Shepherd in our 
lives and in our world now more than ever. 


