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Images of the Good Shepherd 
If the cows were down in the bottomland, Uncle Clellon would straighten up to the full measure of his six feet foot five inch frame, cup his hands over his mouth, and sing to the cows: “whoo…woo, woo,  suc, suc, suc, succow… whoo… suc, suc, suc, succow.” Somewhere on edge of the pasture, a lead cow would answer with low gentle mooing. As the herd moved up from the creek, I placed handfuls of salt on large limestone table rocks.  Years of regular use had turned these Eden rocks into bovine altars. They ambled towards us, lowing songs of praise. A few calves ran to the salt lick, dancing with acrobatic kicks. The older cows did not run, knowing Uncle Clellon would restock the salt, ensuring everyone got enough.  
Ancient shepherds lived out in the fields, sleeping under the stars or holing up in caves along the limestone cliffs. It could be risky work. When King Saul told a 17-year-old shepherd named David that he was no match for the Philistine champion Goliath, David boasted: “when a lion or a bear came near, and snacthed a lamb from the flock, I pursued it, rescuing the lamb from the lion’s mouth; and if it turned against me, I would strike it down. This Goliath doesn't frighten me” (1 Samuel 17)    
These ancient cowboys keep watch over their flocks by day and night, working grasslands out beyond the most fertile fields. Some picked up guitars and wrote country and middle-eastern songs. David played the “kinnor”, at times translated harp, but the word seems to mean “skin bottle”, perhaps a sort of stretched animal hide. Josephus tells it had 10 strings...that sounds a like a guitar, sitar or banjo. David’s songs are still sung today. 
Do you ever pause long enough to write a love song to God… a poem, a painting…   
Perhaps the cattle lowing around the manger dreamed up a song? 
Uncle Clellon is my shepherd, I lack nothing.  
You haul hay in summer to bring alfalfa and orchardgrass in winter. 
You care for our herd.  
You call us into fields of fresh clover, for that is what a good farmer does.   
If cold winds howl and freezing rains fall, we fear no evil, 
for You will break the thickest pond ice, and open barns for nursing calves.
When storms threaten, we lay down to rest, knowing you will search all night for even one heifer.  
Your varmint rifle and sheepdog comfort us. You place salt before us on limestone altars. 
You dust our heads with fly powder. Our watering trough overflows.
Surely goodness and mercy will lead us, and we will dwell in green pastures our whole life long! 
Jesus said, “Very truly, I tell you, ‘ am the good shepherd.’” Now, best we can tell, Jesus was a preacher, a teacher, a healthcare provider, a rabbi, a community organizer, and a carpenter but we have no evidence of Jesus working as a shepherd. 
We lack proof that Jesus’ DNA was a special living water double helix. On the Mount of Transfiguration, Jesus glowed like the light of the world- otherwise no halo! As the True Vine, Jesus is not “Gru” sprouting leaves or growing grapes. As the Bread of Life Jesus is not manifest as rye, pumpernickel or whole wheat.
Okay, that is silly. However, a good number of people read the Bible with a kind of wooden literalism. Such mechanical reading kills the art.  A masterpiece defies an analysis of it’s brushstrokes, it speaks with a power deeply embedded with in it!  In this passage and one other, John tells us directly that “Jesus used this figure of speech” in other passages the reader needs to intuit the parable. In some ways, Jesus’ whole life comes to us like a parable. An unexamined reading of the scripture silences the Spirit, as Paul asserts “the letter kills”. (2 Corinthians 3:6)  Art speaks a truth deeper and richer than the words.  
We must sit by the still waters, hold a baby, odine with  stranger, clean up a river bank, Mentor at Brighter Days, teach sunday school, and then pause in the driveway or sit on the front stoop and  arrange a love song, paint a portrait, imagine a better world with the the Holy Creator who dwells beyond rules and formulas.  
If our faith rests in rules, we can lose our faith, when we realize Luke locates the risen Lord around Jerusalem and Matthew centers his narrative in Galilee! (Matthew 28:16 and Luke 24:49) Literalism locks down the Risen Lord. 
Literalism and its rule-bound cousins reduce faith into a set of rules. Following Christ, who broke the rules, is not simply embracing a new set of rules. Authentic Christianity flows from a deep spiritual relationship with the risen Lord. It’s more art than Biblical science. That is not to say there are no rules, guidelines or pathways- Jesus clearly taught and even commanded us to do certain things. Rules are easier than striving after God. We can master rules. We can manipulate rules to suit ourselves. We can define our neighbors and cease to love them. We tithe and think our giving ends there.  Loving rules we can mistake the Bible for God.  Following Jesus more art than Biblical science. Unquestioning and unspiritual faith that violates the mystery of  “I AM- the Lord- your God, you shall place nothing before me.” Nowhere does the Bible report God saying, “I am this book.” If we mistake the Bible for God, then we can weaponize scripture verses and wield them to wage our campaigns.    
I once was lost in a desert of a rule-bound Christianity. It sucks the life from you, pulling the Living Water right out of you. Literalism is un-spiritual, performance oriented, and rooted in fear. It looks to the rule book, instead of the Good Shepherd, who is willing for the weakest of us sheep! Mother Teresa said, “You may be exhausted with work, you may even kill yourself, but unless your work is interwoven with love, it is useless. To work without love is slavery... Love, to be true, has to begin with God in prayer. If we pray, we will be able to love, and if we love, we will be able to serve.”  (“Everything Begins with Prayer”)
The 23rd Psalm, the parable of the Good Shepherd, the Prodigal Son, and even the Cross point to a relationship that transcends the rules. Easter is not a transactional contract to save our souls or bless our hearts.   
I ask couples, “why do you want to get married?” When they answer “love,” I ask “What do you love about him/her?” They say “whenever I see your smiling face, I have to smile myself, because I love you, (Yes I do) .. (you) turn me inside out. There's something about you, baby (I don't know).” No one croons, “if you saw inside my head, you could see dopamine being released, because I experience positive neural activity in association with you, (yes I do)”.  Let us sing to God… even 
The Good Shepherd invites us to sing a love song with God. .  
The Lord is my Shepherd, curing my soul’s hunger for lesser things. 
My Soul’s Shepherd makes me lie down, even when I feel too busy to practise Sabbath. 
My Shepherd leads me to quiet waters, rehydrating my dry spirit with prayer, practise, music, and scripture.
My Shepherd restores my soul,rekindling faith, hope and love.  
My Shepherd leads along the right paths, teaching me justice, goodness, and forgiveness. 
When I navigate dangerous valleys, You steady my steps. 
My Soul’s Shepherd brings Holy Communion, when death’s shadows surround me. 
My Shepherd anoints my head with oil, as I kneel in wonder. 
 My cup overflows. Surely goodness and mercy will guide me, 
   Help me live in your presence, all the days of my life.  Amen. 
The Cross, The Manger, the Word Made Flesh is deeper and richer than any contractual bond, formula or even unspoken rules. May our lives become a love sung with the Good Shepherd, the True Vine, the Living Water, the Bread of Life, the Light of the World, the Way, the Truth, the Life, the Resurrection, the Prince of Peace, the Love of God incarnate- Jesus, the Christ. Amen. 
