Fourth Sunday of Easter ’08 “OF SHEPHERDS, CROOKS AND THE GOSPEL”

It was 17 years ago that our dear friend, Bishop Herluf Jensen announced that he would not stand for re-election as Bishop.  He was weary and said it was time for new blood.  And so for the first time in a good little bit our Synod was faced with a transition in the Bishop’s Office and Synod Council sought ways to mark this time of new beginnings.  They asked Pastor Frank Fry of St. John’s in Summit and me to work on plans for the installation of our soon to be elected Bishop.  And among the other things Frank and I did, was to commission a wood worker to prepare a new pectoral cross that would be passed from Bishop to Bishop in the coming years.  And we designed a Bishop’s Crook as a symbol and sign of his office.  And those of you who have been here when Bishop Riley has visited, will probably remember that large staff with the curved top that he carries.  The crook has long been a symbol of the Bishop’s Office, of the Pastoral office, in fact, of the baptismal ministry in which we each share.  

And so, having heard these Biblical stories for so long, even we city boys can appreciate shepherds and their crooks.  What is it that a shepherd does…they pick up the little, the lost, the wounded and they carry them back to the safety of the flock.  That’s what the resurrection is all about...giving us hope and giving us life, even in our darkest hours.  And they carry that crook so that they can nudge and guide the flock.  And when they need to, they use that staff to defend the vulnerable against all that would bring harm.  Sounds like Jesus.  Sounds like what our Bishop does.  Sounds like what Pastors do.  Sounds like what the faithful are about in their day to day baptismal ministry.  Among the special gifts in my office is this “little crook” from Pastor Masawe, our original African Mission Partner.  “Use it Pastor,” he told me, “to care for the brothers and sisters of Faith.”


And so we have good lessons on this Fourth Sunday of Easter, Shepherd Sunday as it is usually known.  Lessons that remind us of our ministry, even when the temptations of the world might have us forgetting we are here to care for so many people.  Particularly the ones no one else wants to deal with. That’s why we were at the Soup Kitchen in Newark yesterday; and why we’ll be at the AIDS center there on Tuesday.  They’re good lessons for a time when we could be tempted to back away from those that challenge God’s call for justice and for basic rights for all people.  They are good lessons to remind us that there is a cost to living our faith and sharing the Gospel.  Being a Christian means following the Good Shepherd.  And caring for this flock all around us that God calls his children. 
