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I don’t think I became aware of the lovely tradition of naming the fourth Sunday of Eastertide as 
“Good Shepherd Sunday” until I became your pastor.  The practice springs from the structure of 
the lectionary, the three-year cycle of scripture readings used by many Christians around the 
world, which features Psalm 23 on this Sunday every year as well as readings from both Old and 
New Testaments which use the metaphor of the shepherd to describe either our Loving Creator 
or the Messiah or both.  Although I’d certainly belonged to churches which used the lectionary 
as a basis for worship planning, either those churches had never emphasized the shepherd 
metaphors of the fourth Easter Sunday or I’d simply been oblivious, which is entirely possible. 
 
But it seemed apt to me eight years ago and still today to lift up this beautiful description of our 
God and of the Christ.  Those who gathered and chose the name “Good Shepherd Baptist 
Church” for what until then in planning had simply been known as “the American Baptist 
Church of Lynnwood” had good reasons for doing so.  And in making the choice, they 
determined, to some extent, the destiny of this congregation.  They set a tone for what has 
happened here over the years, what happens still, and, God willing, what will continue here for 
many years to come.  The Good Shepherd is an image full of love, comfort, welcome and care.  
In describing ourselves as people of the Good Shepherd or simply as Good Shepherd Baptist 
Church, we commit ourselves to living out those attributes, making them our own.  As the 
church’s founding pastor, our friend Bernie Turner, famously and repeatedly said, “Love 
everybody!” 
 
The figure of the Good Shepherd and the observation of Good Shepherd Sunday have particular 
resonance this year on a number of levels.  I find personal solace in contemplating the One who 
leads me beside still waters after a tumultuous beginning to 2013 which has included family 
tragedy and trial, financial challenges including roof damage and a cyber-attack on my accounts, 
and my own health crisis.  For Christians worldwide and particularly our Catholic brothers and 
sisters, there is the hope of a new leader in Pope Francis who seeks to emulate the example of the 
Good Shepherd, particularly in his calls to care for the least of these and in his personal humility 
and simplicity.  And after a week in which the city which saw the birth of the American 
Revolution was brought to a standstill by terrorists and a small town in Texas was nearly wiped 
off the map by an industrial accident and in which reasonable efforts at controlling violence fell 
to the power of a small group to sway legislators, millions of Americans are seeking the spiritual 
presence of the One who leads us safely through the Valley of the Shadow of Death.  Good 
Shepherd Sunday seems very timely. 
 
In addition to the 23rd Psalm, the familiar language of which I’ve just cited and which we read 
and sang together in modern versions at the beginning of the service, the comforting reminder of 
the Good Shepherd comes to us this morning from a rather less expected source.  The Book of 
Revelation is perhaps the most controversial book in our Bible.  The writer’s bizarre imagery and 
the archaic and little understood genre of apocalyptic have for centuries left readers wondering 
why such a strange work was included in our canon of Holy Writ.  Earnest interpreters have 
since early times sought to pin down concrete meanings for the fantastic language, stirring up the 
fears and anxieties of thousands of followers, only to be disproven in their predictions by actual 
events and brought to ridicule, then replaced in the following generation by new, equally 
misguided prognosticators. 
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But understood for what it truly is – a sort of secret-code fairy tale designed to reassure 
Christians under persecution that their faith in God was warranted and that good will ultimately 
triumph over evil – the vision experienced and recorded by John on Patmos is indeed a source of 
tremendous comfort.  I have found it so for years, even when under the sway of such dubious 
interpreters as Hal Lindsey and his notorious late-Sixties book, The Late, Great Planet Earth.  I 
think it is important for Christians to apply critical thinking skills to this final book of the New 
Testament and to reclaim its wild beauty for devotion and instruction.  Here at Good Shepherd, 
we’ve had an unplanned but, for me, welcome convergence of opportunities to study Revelation.  
Rev. Dick Gibson just gave our adult Sunday School class a quick two-week review, we’re a 
month into a more detailed study in “Soup, Salad & Soul” that should take us up to our summer 
break, and the lectionary features readings from Revelation for the next several weeks, so I may 
take the opportunity to at least touch upon it in upcoming sermons.  If nothing else, I hope to 
allay the discomfort that some of us may feel when grappling with the book.  I believe that once 
we are comfortable with its rather outré imagery, we can find in it the spirit of the Good 
Shepherd which we all crave. 
 
In our passage from Revelation this morning, the primary image which must be interpreted is 
that of the Lamb.  First mentioned in chapter five, the Lamb is paradoxically introduced as “the 
Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David,” and the one who “has conquered.”  John describes 
this fabulous creature as “a Lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered, having seven horns and 
seven eyes...”  Clearly, this is all metaphorical language and, for those who are familiar with 
Biblical imagery, possible to unwind.  In John’s day, as now, the lion was regarded as “the king 
of beasts;” the rightful king of the tribe of Judah would be the promised Messiah.  Likewise, the 
prophet Isaiah referred to the Messiah as “the root of Jesse,” showing his connection to the 
family of David, Israel’s greatest king.  Seven is a number of perfection in the numerology used 
in the Bible and horns are a symbol of power while eyes are a symbol of knowledge.  The Lamb, 
therefore, is God’s Anointed One, possessed of perfect power and perfect knowledge, the 
Messiah. 
 
The Lamb’s other two attributes mentioned in chapter five create more paradox and set up some 
of the imagery of chapter seven.  John describes the Lamb as “standing as if it had been 
slaughtered” or, in the old familiar King James Version, “as though it had been slain.”  This 
Lamb should be dead but is alive.  It has also been introduced by the angel as one who “has 
conquered.”  The victim, in other words, has become the victor.  This description further allows 
John’s readers to identify this imaginary creature with Jesus, dead but risen, executed but 
victorious through resurrection. 
 
It is Jesus, then, along with the One whom he called Father, to whom the multitude from all 
tribes and peoples and languages described in chapter seven give their praise: “Salvation belongs 
to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!”  It is a coded recognition that the God 
of Israel and the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, are the pathway and the source of true life without 
fear, of the wholeness described by the familiar Hebrew word shalom.  Why coded?  Because in 
the Roman Empire, Caesar was given the title of salvator in Latin or soter in Greek: Savior, the 
title now claimed for Jesus by Christians.  It was not just a mark of their faith; it was an act of 
revolution. 
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Also in our passage this morning, there is another reference to the Lamb which we may find 
problematic.  In verse 14, the elder explains to John that the multitude are those who have 
survived or are surviving the persecution of the age.  “They have washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb,” the elder explains.  The metaphorical nature of this 
statement is clear to anyone who has ever tried to get a bloodstain out of white fabric.  Even with 
today’s miracle detergents and high-tech washing machines, it’s no easy feat.  In the first 
century, it was impossible.   
 
But if the metaphorical nature of the statement is clear, its meaning may be less so or, if clear, 
may at least be troublesome.  Back in chapter five, those worshipping at the throne of God sing 
this song to the Lamb: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were 
slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and 
people and nation…”  We have grown less comfortable with the idea and images of blood 
sacrifice in the Bible.  And while we must remember that these images would have been deeply 
meaningful to those for whom blood sacrifices to one god or another were a regular and familiar 
occurrence, we must also learn to interpret them in ways that make sense to us.  Part of the 
challenge of being followers of Jesus is taking the Scriptures seriously enough to regularly 
reinterpret them, to wrestle with what God has for us in them.  Long-cherished ways of 
interpreting words that are now nearly two thousand years old at least must be reevaluated on an 
ongoing basis. 
 
The interpretation of Jesus’ death on the cross and how exactly his bloody sacrifice led to 
salvation for us is a prime example of this concept.  Those of us who grew up as Baptists or in 
most Protestant denominations probably know some variant of what is known as the penal 
substitutionary theory of atonement, developed by the great 16th century reformer John Calvin.  
This is the theory which says that, in order to bring reconciliation between God and humankind, 
Jesus, the sinless one, took upon himself the punishment that we all deserve for our sins, dying in 
our place so that God could love us.  There are clearly strengths to this interpretation – it has 
been dominant in one sizable wing of Christianity for going on five hundred years.  But in recent 
days, discomfort with penal substitution has begun to grow.  Portraying God the Father as 
punishing God the innocent Son for someone else’s wrongdoing sounds to some like child abuse. 
 
If, like me, you are becoming dissatisfied with Calvin’s approach, let me suggest a couple of 
things.  First, we must remember that this theory, too, is metaphor as is indeed all religious 
language.  We can only approximate spiritual truth with human language.  We can never 
encompass the entirety of God’s truth with the thought and spoken products of our creaturely 
brains.  We should not get hung up on our faulty metaphors but rather continue to seek for those 
that are more pertinent and revelatory for our own age and situation.  Second, we should 
remember that for all doctrinal questions, we have many, many strands of thought to choose 
from and still be perfectly within the broad stream of orthodox Christianity, if such a thing 
matters to us.  To take the problematic theory of atonement again as example, nobody had heard 
of penal substitution until over 1500 years after the cross.  Calvin built off the work of Anselm, 
archbishop of Canterbury, but he didn’t write until approximately A.D. 1100.  Roman Catholic 
theology has built off the thought of Anselm but certainly not that of Calvin and Eastern 
Orthodox belief deals with neither.  Let us be content to affirm that Jesus, the Lamb of God, died 
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for all of us and each of us and let us focus on his life and resurrection instead of on his death.  
After all, this is Easter. 
 
So, with our focus on Jesus’ ongoing life, let us return to the great image of the Lamb.  Just as 
the metaphor of the Lamb as sacrificial victim would have carried instant meaning for John’s 
initial audience, so would the living Lamb have given them a reminder of hope and new life.  As 
I’ve mentioned here before, I don’t have a great deal of experience with real live sheep.  And 
until fairly recently, I had no useful memory of lambs, unlike John’s audience for whom live 
lambs would have been a relatively commonplace sight, even in the cities of Asia Minor.  But 
my visit two years ago to the holy Isle of Iona gave me memories which activate this image in a 
new way.  The modern monk’s cell which I inhabited on Iona was constructed in the old Abbot’s 
House, which opened almost immediately onto a pasture where sheep grazed.  In the late 
Scottish June, the spring lambs were still fairly new.  One morning, as I stepped out into the 
morning cool, I saw one of these lambs standing near its mother, separated from me by about ten 
yards of grass, a barbed wire fence and a ditch.  The little one was, I suppose, too inexperienced 
of humans, innocent of being herded and chivvied and shorn, to be entirely wary of me.  We 
locked eyes and it tottered curiously towards me, sniffing the air with a kind of delight, it seemed 
to me.  We regarded each other for a long moment.  There was an openness to my presence, an 
invitation that I cannot put into words.  I managed to snap some pictures.  Then, having seen 
enough, bored or frightened or merely hungry, it bounded back to its mama and sought refuge on 
her far wooly side. 
 
I tell you that story because I hope to share with you the insight I received that morning into the 
familiar image of the Agnus Dei, the Lamb of God.  I think there was something of what I saw in 
that lamb that morning that suggested to the followers of Jesus something about the character of 
their Lord.  I don’t think that the lamb for them was simply a symbol of sacrifice.  I think that 
there was something about that same intrinsic innocence of the creature I encountered on Iona, 
something about the pure joy of life that I saw that morning and later that week in other lambs 
gamboling about the fields, that John and others saw in the lambs about them and that reminded 
them of the life of Jesus, both the life he lived and the life he brought. 
 
The living power of that image is important because John, in another bit of paradoxical imagery, 
affirms something else about the Lamb.  The Lamb is also the Shepherd.  Listen again to the last 
section of our passage from Revelation:  “For this reason they are before the throne of God, and 
worship him day and night within his temple, and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter 
them. They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any 
scorching heat; for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide 
them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  The 
typesetting of this passage in the NRSV makes clear that these verses are poetry and, as in any 
poetic passage in the Hebrew pattern, the parallelism of the couplets is important.  The Lamb 
who is also the Shepherd is both the one who guides to springs of the water of life and the one 
who will wipe away every tear.  The Lamb at the center of the throne is synonymous with God 
who is seated on the throne.  The Almighty Creator of all is not only our loving, wise Shepherd 
but also the one who encounters us with the purity and openness and hope of the lamb. 
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In these days of violence and grief, in these times when we can count on our elected leaders not 
to follow the will of the electorate but rather only to follow the money, the word picture of God 
as caring and nurturing as well as pure and innocent is remarkably comforting to me.  As I allow 
this remarkable and strange bit of literature to cast its spell over me, I find it absolutely 
understandable that this last book of the Bible has inspired poets and lyricists and artists.  As 
recently as 1983, U2 drew on this passage to contrast the promise of Christ with the harsh reality 
of sectarian violence in Ireland.  In “Sunday Bloody Sunday,” they raise the cry to “Wipe the 
tears away!  …Claim the victory Jesus won.”  We need our Good Shepherd.  We need the Lamb 
of God, who takes away the sins of the world. 
 
When I read these verses in Revelation and truly let myself enter into the spirit there, then like 
the characters in John’s vision, I want to sing, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive 
power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!”  “Worthy is our 
earthly Jesus!  Worthy is our cosmic Christ!”  “Crown him with many crowns, the Lamb upon 
his throne…  All hail, redeemer, hail!  For thou hast died for me; thy praise and glory shall not 
fail throughout eternity.”  Amen. 


