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It surely seems an odd combinations of verses from the Bible at first glance.  First a scant 
handful of verses from the prophecies of Jeremiah, an Old Testament character known for his 
gloomy outlook and immense unpopularity during his ministry.  Then what seems like a truly 
random selection from the Gospel according to Mark – what one commentator called the 
“connective tissue” between a much more promising set of stories about John the Baptist and 
Jesus; the gristle, if you will, running around a really juicy bit of steak. 
 
But as I surveyed the lessons for today some weeks ago, I felt compelled to address these 
pericopes in particular, ignoring what to some might have been more promising passages 
elsewhere, writing a new sermon on apparently flimsy material in a week when I might well 
have polished up an old sermon due to the limitations on my time.  For all their apparent 
disconnectedness and even unimportance, these two passages spoke to me of their relevance and 
of the need to point to their message in this summer of the Year of Our Lord Two Thousand and 
Twelve.  So I, in turn, will attempt this morning to share with you that relevance and importance 
which I perceived and together we’ll consider what the words of Jeremiah and the rushed 
storytelling of Mark have to say to us about the way we live our lives. 
 
We’ll start with the word of the Lord that came to Jeremiah in the final years of the independent 
Kingdom of Judah.  Actually, Judah was only quasi-independent at this point in the history of the 
Children of Israel.  In the approximately 140 years since the destruction of their sister nation, 
Israel, by the Assyrians, the kings of Judah had managed to keep their thrones and prevent their 
land from being seized only by the payment of steep tributes to various foreign overlords.  The 
last five kings of Judah died either on the battlefield, leading ill-considered revolts, or in 
captivity in either Egypt or Babylon.  The oracle we have before us dates to the reign of the last 
of those kings, Zedekiah, who managed to keep his tenuous hold on power for only eleven years. 
 
All told, these last five kings of Judah were failures, for they failed to safeguard their people.  
Even Josiah, the first of the last five and known as “Good King Josiah” for his series of religious 
reforms, ultimately failed in his duty to God to “shepherd” God’s people by rashly choosing to 
take the field against the Egyptians and dying in battle.  This triggered the long period of higher 
tributes paid to Egypt and then to Babylon, tributes which were raised by adding on to the taxes 
and rents paid by merchants and farmers to support the court, the nobles and the Temple.  The 
lavish lifestyles of the nobles continued unabated.  The kings and their families lived like, well, 
kings.  But for the peasants, the small landowners, the craftsmen, the traders, life became harder 
and harder.  Their leaders had failed them.  The leaders of Judah in the days of Jeremiah and for 
a hundred years before were bad shepherds. 
 
That image of kings and leaders of the people as shepherds is well-attested in the ancient world.  
The preface to the law code of Hammurabi, one of the most ancient pieces of writing we know, 
dating back to about 1772 B.C.E., refers to King Hammurabi as “the shepherd, selected by the 
god Enlil…”  The Israelites referred to Moses as their shepherd and later applied the term to their 
kings and, of course, to God, as we remembered in our Call to Worship and in our hymns. 
 
But while God was seen as the Good Shepherd, the one who leads the flock to rest and ease and 
plenty, and Moses was seen as God’s helper, bringing the Law which led the people spiritually, 
too many of the shepherds of Israel were bad shepherds.  The prophet Ezekiel put it even more 
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forcefully than Jeremiah: “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.” 
 
This self-centered brand of leadership is hardly unknown to us today.  It is, perhaps, most 
obvious on the political front.  We read again and again of politicians across the country who are 
elected from among the people they serve, small practice lawyers, perhaps, or teachers or small 
business owners or community organizers, and then, as they climb the ladder of political office 
are also found to be climbing the ladder of financial success due to the lobbyists, corporations 
and PACs that fund their campaigns.  Soon it is to these entities that they owe their allegiance, 
making sure that rich government contracts go to those who are most “influential” while ignoring 
the day-to-day plight of the ordinary people who first elected them.  We read also of those who 
start on the path to political leadership already wealthy in their own right who seem to only be 
interested in their own class, dodging taxes by keeping their money in tax shelters in foreign 
lands and haughtily dismissing the calls of “you people” for transparency in their dealings.  Or 
we hear of those who would offer hope and make changes… if only they could, for don’t we 
understand that they are blocked by powerful opponents who simply won’t be bipartisan?  This 
is what passes for leadership in our political system today!  Whether it is a failure of will or 
political skill or simply self-interest, elected leaders across this country are failing to be good 
shepherds to the sheep that God has called them to protect.  I believe the words of Ezekiel and of 
Jeremiah apply to far too many of our elected leaders. 
 
I am particularly irate this morning at the failure of leadership in this country to take action 
concerning the proliferation of automatic and semi-automatic weapons in the hands of the 
criminal and the unbalanced or indeed of anyone who is not a licensed law enforcement officer 
or an active member of the armed services.  There is a place for the educated and appropriate use 
of guns for hunting and for sport.  There is a place for the ownership of shotguns, rifles and even 
pistols by screened, tested and safety-conscious citizens.  But automatic and semi-automatic 
weapons such as the AR-15 used by the movie theatre gunman this weekend are not sporting 
weapons – the intended target for such weapons is a human being or several human beings.  
Listen to these facts from ABC News: “A study in the Journal of Trauma and Acute Care 
Surgery found that the gun murder rate in the U.S. is at 19.5 percent, almost 20 times higher than 
the next 22 richest nations combined.  Among the world's 23 wealthiest countries, 80 percent of 
all gun deaths are American deaths and 87 percent of all kids killed by guns are American kids…  
According to the Children's Defense Fund, in the 44 years since Bobby Kennedy and Martin 
Luther King were shot to death, bullets have ended the lives of more than one million people - 
including 12 in Aurora, Colo., who came together at midnight, just looking to cheer for a 
superhero.” 
 
So if I had a televised pulpit this morning, I would say to our political leaders that it’s time for 
some real leadership, some authentic shepherding.  Stop whining about how much money the 
NRA will put into your opponent’s campaign fund and do the right thing.  Get those guns off the 
streets and out of the hands of the irresponsible and unbalanced.  Show the courage of your 
convictions and work on safeguarding the lives of those who elected you.  Pass real gun control 
laws, sign them and put them to work.  Act like the good shepherds God has called you to be. 
 



Leadership 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 7/22/2012 3 
 

Sadly, the phenomenon of bad shepherds is not limited in our days to the realm of politics.  
Business leaders put profits before honest dealing, before quality control, before fair and living 
wages, before the health and safety of employees and customers alike.  Priests and ministers and 
other trusted public servants are being caught with their hands in the till or in more intimate 
places.  No sector of our society, it seems, is immune from bad shepherds who “destroy and 
scatter the sheep of (God’s) pasture.” 
 
But that is enough of bad news for this morning.  Even the gloomy Jeremiah offered God’s Good 
News to the people of Israel.  “I will raise up shepherds over them who will shepherd them, and 
they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, nor shall any be missing, says the Lord.  The days 
are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall 
reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.  In his days 
Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. And this is the name by which he will be 
called: “The Lord is our righteousness.””  When Jeremiah offered these rare words of comfort, 
the people looked for another king from the family of David.  Now we interpret these words to 
be about the Christ, the anointed One of God who came and who will come again and whose 
righteousness covers the sins of us all: Jesus of Nazareth. 
 
What kind of leader was Jesus, whom we also call the Good Shepherd?  We find at least part of 
the answer in that funny bifurcated passage in Mark’s Gospel which I read earlier.  As I 
mentioned, it begins immediately after a much more “juicy” story, that of John the Baptist’s 
death at the hands of King Herod, truly one of the bad shepherds of Israel’s history.  The 
circumstances of John’s death, you may recall, arose during a birthday party which Herod threw 
for himself, inviting, Mark tells us, “his courtiers and officers and… the leaders of Galilee.”  All 
the “right” people, in other words, were at Herod’s party and he no doubt fed them wonderfully 
and gave them wine that glittered red.  It was how he rewarded those who were loyal to them. 
 
Jesus, in comparison, received his equivalent of “courtiers and officers and leaders” of his 
kingdom by inviting them to come away with him into the wilderness to rest.  No wild parties for 
this group of leaders, just a little bread and quiet and time to pray.  One of Herod’s guests, his 
niece, asked for the head of John.  Jesus and his disciples were ardently pursued by simple 
people who asked only for healing.  Herod granted that undeserved death.  A very touch of 
Jesus’ garments brought life.  Herod wined and dined the rich and powerful, no doubt looking for 
favors in return.  Jesus, in one of the episodes between our two sets of verses, fed five thousand 
people with five loaves and two fish, not for a return on investment but because “he had 
compassion for them, for they were like sheep without a shepherd.”  Which of these acted as a 
true leader?  Which shepherd had the heart of God? 
 
I also found it interesting as I studied these passages that Jesus did not only tend to the physical 
needs of the people who followed him.  When he saw that the crowds had raced around the lake 
to intercept him and his apostles, he did not begin healing those who were sick or sit them down 
immediately to feed them.  Instead, Mark tells us, “he began to teach them many things.”  Scott 
Hoezee of the Center for Excellence in Preaching at Calvin Theological Seminary in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, apparently shares my intrigue in this point.  He writes, “When Jesus sees the 
crowds, he knows just what they need. Eventually they will need bread and fish, true enough, 
and he’ll provide that, too. But the compassionate vision of Jesus probed deeper and so he knew 
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that the very first thing they would need was to learn a few things about God, creation, and their 
relation.”  Hoezee remarks that in our automatic response to people in need today, we first 
attempt to give them what they need physically.  But unless we also feed them spiritually, as 
Jesus did, then they will continue to think that all they need are those physical things and that 
more and more physical things will be better and better.  They, and we, will continue to fall into 
the modern fallacy that the hole in our hearts will be filled by “stuff.”  We must remember and 
we must teach that only the love of God can ultimately satisfy our deepest needs. 
 
Now, when I say “we,” I’m not using some sort of royal address.  I really do mean “we.”  I feel 
very strongly God’s call on my life to be a good shepherd.  It’s why, when the deacons asked for 
my preference at my hiring, that I asked to be known among you as “Pastor” – the word is 
derived from the Latin for shepherd.  But all of us here today are shepherds, all of us are leaders.  
Some of us have the opportunity to influence people in our working lives, whether those people 
work for us or alongside of us or even if we work for them.  Some of us are parents or 
grandparents and even great-grandparents.  We have the opportunity to influence and lead the 
next generations, to show them the way of Jesus and the love of God.  Most of us have friends 
who take our opinions seriously, who will hear us when we speak of important things.  All of us 
here have, in some ways, the ability and the calling to be shepherds, leaders.  In our Baptist 
tradition, we are reminded that all of those who follow Jesus can be priests to each other – 
spiritual leaders.  In I Peter 2:9, we read, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you 
out of darkness into his marvelous light.” 
 
If the idea of being one of God’s good shepherds is daunting, perhaps you can consider this – 
sheep don’t just follow shepherds; sheep also follow other sheep.  Sheep left to their own devices 
will generally trail after one of their own, usually one of the oldest and most experienced of the 
flock, male or female, often called the wether.  Shepherds down the ages have taken advantage 
of this trait and, when their sheep were in safe pasture, laid down for a nap after putting a bell 
around the neck of the wether to let them know where the flock was when they awakened.   This 
sheep was then known as the bellwether, a word that has come to mean a leader of opinion in the 
human world.  So, if you can’t quite think of yourself as a shepherd, perhaps you are comfortable 
being a bellwether. 
 
But whatever we call ourselves, we are assuredly called by God to make a difference in our 
world.  Together, we who follow Jesus, the Church, are the Body of Christ on earth and we must 
take up Jesus’ mission to bring Good News to the poor and the hungry and the sick and the 
lonely.  I love what the Carmelite nun of the 16th century, the mystic Teresa of Avila, wrote on 
this subject: 
Christ has no body but yours, 
No hands, no feet on earth but yours, 
Yours are the eyes with which he looks 
Compassion on this world, 
Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good, 
Yours are the hands, with which he blesses all the world. 
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet, 
Yours are the eyes, you are his body. 
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Christ has no body now but yours, 
No hands, no feet on earth but yours, 
Yours are the eyes with which he looks 
compassion on this world. 
Christ has no body now on earth but yours. 
 
Together, let us rise above the bad shepherds of our day, challenge them to fulfill their mission 
under God, and offer them an example of spiritual courage and compassion that will truly make 
us into the shining city on the hill envisioned by Jesus who told us that we are the light of the 
world.  Amen. 
 


