
Scripture Rambles

Rambles - I used to take such as a kid.  I especially remember how blessed it was to take them through 
the woods in the evening after supper, even if I didn't roam too far from the house.  That special time of 
day as the sun was setting seems to exhibit a special quality of light in my memory; as I wandered 
under the trees in the twilight it was like walking with the Lord in the cool of the day.  That kind of a 
walk certainly inhabits a different universe from say, a hike, which follows a pathway and has a definite 
destination.  A ramble is not necessarily structured or composed but more like spending time with a 
good friend.  Nothing is forced and you don't have to say anything – you can just revel in each other's 
presence.  I also liken it to a creek finding its way over the landscape, meandering, taking it's time, 
pondering its pathway past rocks and fallen trees, negotiating its slow descent through the ground over 
ages.  

That kind of a walk is how I sometimes view the journey of the church through the year following the 
three-year lectionary text cycle.  Of course, it is not chosen randomly but on purpose to guide folks 
through the story of salvation, and so, many times, the texts are chosen by their relatedness in that 
regard.  But sometimes in reading them it seems like one has just happened upon a random fragment of 
God's grace - like discovering a hidden spring or glade deep in the woods that perhaps no one has 
found before.  Maybe new connections are made or simply made anew, the tendrils of the texts 
overlaying and bending back upon themselves (sort of like a rambling rose I used to have in my rose 
garden). 

Thinking of rambles put me in mind of a poem by Wendell Berry called Traveling at Home.

Even in a country you know by heart 
it's hard to go the same way twice.
The life of the going changes.
The chances change and make a new way.
Any tree or stone or bird can be the bud of a new direction.  The
natural correction is to make intent
of accident.  To get back before dark
is the art of going.

This art surely fits my personality because I like to take my time and not be in any hurry – allow things 
to naturally ferment and rise, if you will, including God's Holy Spirit working through his Word.  God 
is infinitely patient with us, with the whole creation, and that is one virtue I think he is always trying to 
instill in his children.  So, I hope you are allowing God the time to mold you in his own time by 
continuing to pursue the discipline of lectio divina, sacred reading.  

The scripture in John 10 for this Sunday reminds me of one of the most beloved images of our Lord in 
the Bible - Jesus the Good Shepherd, caring for each one of his sheep.  As a kid I remember seeing in a 
picture Bible an image of a strong, young shepherd boy carrying a lamb on his shoulders up a hill from 
where it had presumably wandered off to.  That is what immediately comes to my mind when I think 
about the Good Shepherd.  And of course those images are just enhanced and made more vivid by 
including the 23rd Psalm with its green pastures and still waters.  For me, all of these evoke other texts I 
have studied in the Hebrew Scriptures where God speaks of how he will be the one who pastures his 
people.  



Isaiah 40:11: He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry 
them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep. 

Ezekiel 34:11-15:  For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them 
out.  As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out 
my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds 
and thick darkness.  I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and 
will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the 
watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land.  I will feed them with good pasture, and the 
mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and 
they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel.  I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, 
and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God. 

Jesus refers to all of this elsewhere when he asks those questioning him – wouldn't any of you who had 
100 sheep and one goes missing go seek out the one lost sheep and bring it home?  He asks this 
because he knows the ones he is asking would not.  But I wonder if we are any different in the modern 
day?  Would we leave those 99 in possible danger just to save one?  What is the cost/benefit analysis on 
that?  Maybe we should just get insurance on the sheep and not worry too much about one individual 
sheep.  Sheep are sheep, right?  That would be the rational human thing to do.  But this is Jesus being 
truly human, living out the Kingdom way of God, not being rational but forgiving, seeking out that one 
stubborn, ignorant sheep that wants to go its own way.  And of course we are that sheep, right?  We 
tend to forget how God has to deal with those stubborn sheep that wander off the path he has set for 
them to do what they want to do – where they inevitably fall into chasms, get stuck in thornbushes, and 
follow other shepherd's voices who do not have their best interest at heart.  God tried that and has given 
up on all those intermediary guides and says, out of love and justice, he will come down personally 
now and shepherd his sheep.  All we have to do is read down a little further in that Ezekiel text – 
34:17-24:

As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord God: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between rams 
and goats:  Is it not enough for you to feed on the good pasture, but you must tread down with your 
feet the rest of your pasture? When you drink of clear water, must you foul the rest with your feet?  
And must my sheep eat what you have trodden with your feet, and drink what you have fouled with 
your feet?  Therefore, thus says the Lord God to them: I myself will judge between the fat sheep and 
the lean sheep.  Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with 
your horns until you scattered them far and wide, I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be 
ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep.  I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant 
David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd.  And I, the Lord, will be their 
God, and my servant David shall be prince among them; I, the Lord, have spoken.

I have always loved reading the prophets and their portrayal of God's real frustration and yet continued 
love for his people.  Like in Hosea 4:16 where it says:

Like a stubborn heifer, Israel is stubborn; can the Lord now feed them like a lamb in a broad pasture? 



Can the Lord indeed?  And of course the answer in God's great love is yes!  He makes them lie down 
when they should and sets them at table with their enemies.  It ultimately takes God laying down his 
very life in order to save these stubborn, ignorant sheep and goats and heifers of his.  Not very 
flattering, is it?  But truthful.  And God said that he chose them (all of us) not because they were in any 
way exceptional in themselves, but because they were the lowest, the outcasts, the helpless, so that all 
their blessing would be seen as coming directly from God himself - thus giving him glory.  Psalm 23: 
He leads me in right paths for his name's sake. 

And of course, the church proclaims that glory was not in a king's hall or at the head of a great army or 
nation, but on a hill far away called Calvary where stood an old rugged cross surrounded by suffering 
and death.  That is the stumbling block, isn't it?  The world would certainly accept a divine Messiah but 
not a crucified one.   It is hard to understand God's way of suffering redemption except by faith, just 
like Jesus here in John 10 with his sheepfold gates and gatekeepers.  Does he mean he is the gate or the 
shepherd? Or both at the same time?  And who is the gatekeeper? What jumps out at me is v. 6 and 7: 
“Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. 
So again Jesus said to them...”  He shows such love and infinite patience with us sinners, doesn't he?  
But still everyone was divided about him because of these words.  That Holy Spirit inspired prophecy 
of Simeon that Jesus would be the rising and falling of many was fulfilled over and over again in his 
lifetime and continues today.  For one must have faith in Jesus himself and trust in his Way or he 
becomes the stumbling block over which your life tumbles.

In a similar way one can stumble over what Peter is saying here in his letter.  Much of what follows I 
have gleaned from a commentary on 1 and 2 Peter by Douglas Harink that is part of the Brazos 
Theological Commentary on the Bible (which I would highly recommend!).  As followers of Christ, no 
matter how far we may have strayed from the narrow pathway, we know by Christ's and the early 
church's witness that much of the gospel life is antithetical to worldly life (or fleshly life as Paul would 
say).  That is what all those other shepherd's voices, all those hired hands speak because that is all they 
know to speak without the Spirit of Christ speaking in and through them. But Peter speaks with the 
voice of the Holy Spirit – and he speaks of slavery.  

Now, this can certainly be a stumbling block to us because we don't like the talk of slaves or even to 
think about that in our modern mode of speaking about human rights.  Many times then we simply 
ignore the scripture rather than sitting with it and allowing the Holy Spirit to speak to us through it. 
What Peter is saying is really the most liberating way of all – to be truly free in Christ right where they 
find themselves, as slaves.  They are already free in the Body of Christ and they choose freely to be 
obedient to him by joining their own bodies with Jesus' crucified and resurrected self – that is the 
revolution!  No matter their situation in life, they are fully free to do the good that Christ did; and with 
him and his grace supporting, to suffer unjustly.  To make up in their own bodies what Christ could not 
suffer while here on earth as Paul says in Colossians 1:24: “I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for 
your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his 
body, that is, the church.”  Our modern mind trips over this, doesn't it?  Of course, the suffering of 
slaves is evil, and Peter and the whole New Testament never offers any justification for it.  It is simply 
that no matter what social system there might be in any given community, our new life in Christ, and 
relationship through that, takes precedent.  We are all called, every single one of us, master, slave, 
husband, wife, child, rich, poor, you name it, all of us called to conform to and participate in Christ's 
ongoing life of self-offering love.  That necessarily rules out any kind of dominance, oppression, 
cruelty, or violence, doesn't it?  And of course the gospel reveals that all human systems not based on 
the Kingdom of God, including our own  liberal democracy, are not the new creation come (as I 



discussed in my last pastoral letter).  Thus, the danger we, the Body of Christ, embody for the systems 
of the world simply by our very existence practicing this Way of Christ's life in their midst.  But should 
we then rebel, revolt, strive for a higher place, even?  No, for we as Christ's brothers and sisters, no 
matter our social status, are the revolution itself if we put Jesus first in all things!  We are free in Christ 
- and live and act as free persons in all other human communities.  As Luther said in The Freedom of a 
Christian: “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.  A Christian is a perfectly dutiful 
servant of all, subject to all.”

Peter says that gospel word of be subordinate – loving, serving, giving oneself, suffering for the other, 
giving up one's legitimate ends whenever they cannot be attained by legitimate means.  We are called to 
this and borne along solely by God's grace.  And we can do these things because we know God will 
judge justly; God is our Defender, Avenger, Redeemer.  Because we trust God and this way of his, we 
can freely choose to take up the cruciform way of justice revealed in our Lord's death on the cross. We 
can participate in the triumphant suffering of the Lamb.  Think of what we are participating in – in and 
with Christ, we ourselves are in a small way scattering the seeds of God's Kingdom in the world!

And we do that like a small mustard seed falling down into the earth.  Down and to the root and the 
deep, dark earth is how we arise – through cross to glory, through tomb to the new life of God, “for you 
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Colossians 3:3). 

John the Baptist's heartfelt profession should be ours, as well.  Constantly.  He (Jesus) must increase, 
and I must decrease.

Thirty More Years

When I was a young man,
grown up at last, how large
I seemed to myself!  I was a tree,
tall already, and what I had not
yet reached, I would yet grow
to reach.  Now, thirty more years
added on, I have reached much
I did not expect, in a direction
unexpected.  I am growing downward,
smaller, one among the grasses.

Wendell Berry

 


