
Easter 4A (Good Shepherd Sunday) — May 11 , 2014 — Preaching in the Biocommons


Acts 2:42-47

I’ve already made comments connected with this reading in documents provided for previous Sundays in this Easter season.  But let me highlight again the relationship of profound religious sentiments and the emergence of the church as a social phenomenon engaged in public witness and service.  Awe and joyful gratitude motivate the life of the church.  This reminds us of two basic types of prayer noted by Anne Lamott: “Wow!” and “Thanks!”  The apostles serve as Good Shepherds because they gjuide their flock along the path that leads to awe and gratitude through a deep connection with God in Christ.  Here are some helpful comments from Texts for Preaching:

The sense of awe that permeated the lives of the first disciples (v. 43) not only bound them to the object of their awe, the God who raised Jesus from the dead, but bound them also to one another. This awe is the same “fear of the LORD” that is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 1:7) and that is also the beginning of a true understanding of oneself in relation to the rest of creation (Ps. 33:8).  But in this text it is linked in a special manner to an appreciation of the ability of God to change human life in lasting and decisive ways. The “wonders and signs . . . being done by the apostles” are mentioned by Luke not to elevate these persons to a greater importance than they deserve, but to remind the reader of the sense of immediacy to the life-transforming power of God’s Spirit, which the earliest Christians possessed. That their experiment in communalism did not last (cf. Acts 5) should be understood more as a commentary on the deviousness of human nature than on any wrongheadedness in the part of the early Christians. Their overflowing love of God resulted in an irresistible urge to express affection among themselves. 
The currents of mutual love and concern to which the text bears witness could not be contained within the bounds of the Christian fellowship itself, but lapped outside, catching up other persons in their appeal. The amazing growth of the young church (v. 47) is seen by Luke not as an end in itself, but as a result of the combined energies of God’s Spirit and of the affection of the members of the young church for one another and for those outside their fellowship. And it was an auspicious time for the church to grow, evangelism flowing out of the church’s ardent sharing of the story of the resurrected Christ, as in Peter’s Pentecost sermon. But as the text makes quite clear, this successful evangelistic effort was a by-product of their energies. An important by-product, to be sure, but not the primary focus of the early Christians’ concern. They did not “devote” them- selves to evangelism (v. 42), but to teaching and fellowship, to worship and to acts of caring. And the growth of the church was generated out of these activities by the Spirit of God (v. 47).

Biocommons Comments: Following the omega-alpha transition, where released energies have given rise to the emergence of novel elements and the nascent formation of new identities within the system, the next phase of the adaptive cycle is the “r-phase” or rapid growth phase.  The Pentecost story from Acts reflects the beginning of this new transition to the r-phase.  As newly founded Christian groups sprung up in the wake of apostolic networking, these dynamics would have been replicated over and over in many places.  The apostles’ preaching and deeds would precipitate omega-alpha transitions, which then — naturally — transition into r-phase rapid growth phenomena.

Part of the power of creation at work here is creation becoming aware of its own transformations, beholding the power of God at work in bringing forth a new creation.  Religious awe is a natural response to this beholding.  The profundity of this experience is that in beholding the emergent phenomena, consciousness experiences something of the divine numinous presence that pervades and empowers these transformations of social-ecological systems.  Beholding a new creation emerge, we also behold the Creator in with and under the phenomena.  Creation is discovered to be something like a sacrament.  A natural concomitant of this awe is gratitude.  As a new creation emerges, the people engaged in witnessing these mighty acts of the Creator are also provided with some sense of fulfillment in having needs met, ranging from basic needs to the need for profound spiritual realization and self-actualization.  The ekklesia emerging at Pentecost was both an awe-filled phenomenon and one which provided for the satisfaction of human beings’ essential needs.  Hence, the joy, generosity, and gratitude experienced by the assembly gathered around the apostles.  These religious experiences yield an adaptive advantage.  Part of the reason why the church was a successful novel adaptation to life in the Roman empire is that it addressed people’s most basic and most profound needs in ways that were unavailable through other voluntary associations or social institutions, and brought them closer to the fulfillment of their proper ends as creatures made in the image and likeness of God.

If these reflections are on target, questions arise for us: how do we, as Good Shepherds on the model of Christ and the apostles, help people meet their most basic and profound needs for fulfillment as creatures made in God’s image and likeness?  How do we help our people and congregations adapt to their increasing distress which is integrally related to the dysfunction and distress of the whole Earth community?  How do we help them experience awe, joy, generosity, and gratitude yielding adaptive advantage through an encounter with the Creator bringing about a new creation?  How do we get beyond an anthropocentric focus on history and society, to experience these values in an encounter with the Creator bringing about a new creation as the redemption and renewal of the whole Earth community?

In other words, how is the church — in all its religious experience and social action — an integral expression of the Earth’s own adaptive capacity to maintain its integrity, resilience, and beauty as it faces the onset of an auto-immune disorder wherein one of its own subsystems (human cultures) is attacking the rest of the body and undermining the ability of the whole to maintain good health?
1 Peter 2:19-25
This lection, beginning with verse 19, omits verse 18 which is key to understanding what is going on here.  Verse 18: “Slaves, accept the authority of your masters with all deference, not only those who are kind and gentle but also those who are harsh.”

It’s understandable that we would omit this verse from the public reading of scripture because we do not wish to promote values of domination and subservience entailed in the institution of slavery.  Yet exegetically, we must recognize how this verse is key to interpreting the meaning of this lection, just as historically we must recognize that the institution of slavery was spread throughout the ancient world, and that 1 Peter, like most other NT literature, realistically accepts this institution even as some of it tries, in various subtle ways, to undermine the institution and its practices.

The hermeneutical key is that slaves serve as exemplars of Christ and models of Christian faithfulness.  Subsequent sections of 1 Peter — dealing with wives and with husbands — follow the pattern set by this section on the obedience of slaves.

Elliott presents lengthy and compelling arguments on this matter.  I’ll try to summarize briefly so we can see what’s at issue.  See Elliott, pages 512 ff.

Verses 18-20 — an exhortation to domestic servants/slaves (oiketai) that presents a general principle of conduct (v. 18) followed by a motivation (vs. 19-20) entailing approval from God.

Verses 21-25 — present further motivation for the exhortation, based on early Christian traditions concerning the vicarious suffering of Christ interpreted through language drawn from the fourth servant song of Isaiah (52:13-53:12).

Greco-Roman society believed that slaves had no deliberative faculty and no standing as moral persons.  But here, slaves are addressed directly in such a way that it assumes they are moral persons and can think and feel as well as anyone else.  Further, 1 Peter begins the instruction for household groups by addressing slaves, in contrast with other NT literature of this sort which begins by addressing higher-status groups instead of slaves.  Elliott’s conclusion: “This alteration… signals the unusual pride of place that our author attributes to the household slaves as paradigms for the entire household of faith.  … [Their] solidarity with the suffering of the innocent Christ (verses 21-24) is that of all innocent believers who share in this suffering.” (1Pt. 4:1, 13)

The slaves of 1 Peter… illustrate, as no other group among the addresses does, the social and psychological predicament of the Christian community as a whole.  Their uprootedness from home, lack of kin-group support, and exposure to the whims and abuse of their superiors, together with their suffering even when doing what is right typified the entire community’s vulnerability in a hostile society.

I found the following material from Texts for Preaching helpful in understanding the exhortation to obedience in 1 Peter 2:18 —

The substance of the ethical admonition in this passage is striking, because what slaves are encouraged to do here duplicates what all believers are called to do elsewhere in 1 Peter. If slaves suffer unjustly, so apparently does the entire audience of the letter (1:6–7; 2:12). Chapter 3:13–22 repeats the claim of 2:19–25 that believers are to be willing to suffer on behalf of the good and that Christ provides an example of just such suffering. The substance of this admonition, then, is in no way unique to slaves or incumbent on them alone. 

Another unusual feature of this admonition is that the word “slaves” in v. 18 translates the Greek word oiketai, rather than the more usual doulos. While doulos refers to slaves in a general sense, oiketai, used only rarely in the New Testament, specifically refers to slaves within the household. Given 1 Peter’s emphasis on the household of God, the appearance of oiketai rather than doulos can scarcely be accidental, and surely recalls the household motif. If all believers are part of God’s new household, a household that offers protection from a threatening world and solidarity within, the oiketai occupy an important place within that household. 

The best explanation of the various anomalies in this household code comes from John Elliott, who argues that the oiketai in 1 Peter stand as paradigms for the way in which all members of the house- hold should conduct themselves (A Home for the Homeless; Fortress Press, 1981). In fact, all believers are slaves, in that they belong to God (2:16) and to the new household created through the gospel of Jesus Christ (2:2–10). In this new household, there are no “masters” or “owners” to address, since all alike are slaves. All believers are liable to suffer unjustly and may endure that suffering be- cause they know that they follow Christ in so doing. The “example” of Jesus provides a model for all believers (2:21–24). All believers have been returned to their Shepherd (2:25). 

By reversing the usual order of the household code, placing the admonition to slaves before that to wives and husbands, 1 Peter also demonstrates the way in which the gospel overturns the hierarchy of the conventional household. Slaves are not, in this new household, the last and the least, to be treated merely as an afterthought. They occupy first place, because their involuntary submission to human masters has been transformed into a paradigmatic submission to God, who is the only appropriate master of the new household. 

There is no easy way for contemporary preachers to employ the language of this passage, since it is imperative to avoid anything that even appears to soften or legitimate or romanticize the brutal facts of human slavery. On the other hand, particularly in a North American context, which understands faith to be an option among a vast array of options, this lection’s reminder that the gospel involves real submission carries a potent, and highly unpopular, message.  … The relentless christological appeal of the passage bears home the message that Christians are always to be the obedient slaves of God, just as was Christ.
Biocommons Comments:  Larry Rasmussen, in his recent book Earth-Honoring Faith, suggests that our current relationship with nature is like that between masters and slaves:

Morally speaking, our present Earth/human relationship is the modern/eco-modern version of perhaps the longest-lived and most oppressive ethic of all: the ethic of masters and slaves.  … Nature fits the classic understanding of the slave: living property to be bought, sold, and used in keeping with what is deemed necessary, desirable, and responsible on the part of the slaveholder — in this case, us.  (EHF, 100)

In 1 Peter and in the NT witness generally, the beginning of liberation for the slaves is the recognition of them as moral persons in God’s eyes.  Taking a cue from 1 Peter, we should begin recognizing the Earth community as living, deserving of moral status, capable of discernment and conscious interaction with other moral persons (namely, us) — in ways that are not human but that still deserve respect, protection, and enhancement because the Earth in all its living, sentient splendor belongs to God, not us.

To do so, of course, would cut against the grain of our cultures so imbued with the spirit of late-modern globalizing capitalism.  Recognizing “otherkind” as moral persons deserving moral respect and protection would likely yield the sort of abusive reactivity typically aimed at those who threaten the hegemony of exploitation and plunder.  We would thus find ourselves quickly placed in a social position comparable to the resident aliens and exiles of 1 Peter.  That is, we would experience abuse and be compelled to confront the Powers with the meek and gentle integrity available to the powerless: some sort of nonviolent resistance.  If we are to be obedient slaves of God, and if Christ’s non-resistance to the powers of evil has freed us from our sins so that we might live for righteousness (1Pt. 2:24), then are we freed from the sin of domination of the Earth?  Since we ourselves have been formed spiritually and psychologically by the culture of dominating and exploiting the Earth, enslaving it for fun and profit, we ourselves need first to be freed, liberated, from that mind-set and the consumerist obsessions that accompany it.  That is, we need to undergo our own omega-alpha conversion to Christ, which in this context could also be seen as conversion to the well-being of the Earth community.  To the extent that God has evoked or provoked our conversion, to that extent we can stand apart from the energies of domination and engage in non-violent resistance to exploitation on behalf of the enslaved and abused Earth community.  To bear witness that the Earth community/otherkind deserve recognition as moral subjects created to serve God’s purposes — and to act with a non-violent moral integrity commensurate with that claim — could start a cultural revolution, a new “Great Awakening,” a new abolitionist movement that shifts our cultural practices toward treating the Earth community as a communion of subjects to be celebrated instead of a collection of objects to be exploited.
John 10:1-10

Jesus, as Good Shepherd, is the theme of this reading, and developed in two main sections.  Here are some pertinent comments from Texts for Preaching:

In 10:1–6 a contrast is established between thieves and bandits, on the one hand, who surreptitiously try to gain control of the flock, and the rightful shepherd, on the other hand. Since the passage is loosely connected to its context, the identification of a precise historical group of thieves and bandits is hard to come by. They are, rather, characterized by their actions—an individual or group who attempt to “fleece” the flock, who seek to ma- nipulate the sheep for personal gain. When they are later described as coming to steal, kill, and destroy (v. 10), presumably their violent intentions are in the interest of acquisition. A whole host of candidates, both ancient and modern, come to mind as referents. The flock seems perpetually an easy target for exploitation.   At this point in the passage, the shepherd is not specifically identified either, though it seems clear that Jesus is intended (as in v. 11). What marks the shepherd is the close relationship he has established with the sheep, a relationship born of experience. The sheep hear and recognize his voice. He has a name for each of them. They follow his leadership. …

In the second section (vs. 7–10) the imagery shifts, and the focus falls on Jesus as the gate of the sheepfold. On the one hand, a warning is given about the thieves and bandits who appear before the gate, but whom the sheep do not heed. On the other hand, an invitation is issued, promising salvation, nurture, and abundant life to all who pass through the Jesus-gate. Jesus has come not as the thief to kill the sheep and leave the flock in disarray—he has come to give fullness of life.
In a way typical of the Johannine traditions, a dualism or polarity is set up here.  Sometimes framed as a polarity between darkness and light, here it shows up as a contrast between thieves and bandits on the one hand, and Jesus as Good Shepherd on the other.  The Good Shepherd enters by the gate.  Some commentators associate the symbol of the gate with the “narrow way” in Mt. 7:13-14; and Lk. 13:24.  The sheep follow the shepherd through the gate because of a profoundly intimate mutual knowing (v. 4; cf. 10:14).  The forces of darkness (thieves, bandits) come to kill and destroy; the Good Shepherd leads to life, abundant life.

Biocommons Comments: One key point, it seems to me, is how we interpret abundant life.  My sense is that many people understand it as “eternal life” in a post-mortem sense.  But my reading of John and the Johannine letters suggest that “life” is a multi-valent term.  John’s eschatology is usually called a realized eschatology, which implies that the end is already here; and that humans experience God’s creation in a sacramental way, as having a sacred depth that keeps on expanding or unfolding with a rich experience of the divine in the present moment.

This suggests that “abundant life” has as much to do with the here and now as with the hereafter.  So, if there’s a contrast between dark and light, it’s not between mortal and immortal life, but between two different ways of engaging in the adventure of living and dying in God’s creation.  As this lection suggests, this is a polarity between the way of thieves and bandits on one hand, and the way of the Good Shepherd on the other.

Here’s a chart of the contrasts between the two ways, including modern equivalencies:

	Thieves and Bandits
	Good Shepherd

	Steal, kill, destroy; profit from exploitation and misery
	Protects life, gives life abundantly; sacrifice of self to protect good of flock

	Breaking and entering willy nilly to assault the flock and steal them
	Going in and coming out by the gate or the narrow way to protect and nurture the flock

	Collection of objects to be used
	Communion of subjects to be enjoyed

	Imperial domination; colonial or neo-colonial relations; industrial growth economy
	Traditional, tribal, bioregional economies rooted in the land; sustainable community

	Evacuating flora, fauna; degrading habitat
	Cultivating ecological diversity, resilience

	Enslavement of all entities as commodities; no God; no persons worthy of respect
	Intimacy with God in midst of creation; mutual knowing, mutual respect among God, people, land

	Spiritual abyss; no spiritual values pertain.  The only value is use-value, with reference to plans for corporate profits or national spheres of influence
	Fulfillment of spiritual, personal, and communal values with reference to God’s plan for creation


“Abundant life” would be any social process of human existence where the relationships and values listed on the right side of the chart are ascendant, and those described on the left side of the chart are diminishing.  Those of you familiar with my Creationtide model will recognized that the left side of this chart is coordinate with the “Creation Death Spiral” and the right side is coordinate with the “Creation Care Spiral.”  Abundant life is always unfolding, adaptive, increasing in the values that create sustainable, resilient community that upholds the integrity, resilience, and beauty of Creation.  To follow the Good Shepherd (whether Jesus or any of his successors in the pastoring vocation) is to go through the gate and follow the narrow way that leads to abundant life for the whole Earth community.
The Rev. Brian E. Brandt, Ph.D.  Portland, OR
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