Homily for People and Parishes

Readings: Acts 2:42-47 Psalm 23
1Peter 2:1-10 John 10:1-10

Over the last week | have been doing some sorting in my study. | have boxed up some
books to go to an Op-Shop, have organised some papers, and have dipped into some
journals. The journals helpfully remind me that, as | look back, I’ve got much to thank God
for! One journal entry was titled ‘Last Friday morning | went to jail!” and I'd like to start
with a portion of this. | wrote:

“It would be appropriate for me to say that last Friday morning | accompanied an
Anglican Chaplain to a Qld Correctional Services facility, but it sounds more fun to say
that | went to jail! Not that getting into the prison was fun. There was the initial X-
Ray screening pod to detect anything metal and then endless steel doors that opened
remotely because we were being monitored every few metres by cameras in the
ceiling. There was then another pod that only let us pass through if our fingerprints
were successfully scanned and authorised. As we went through each layer of security
| thought of the inscription above the gate of hell described in Dante’s poem, ‘The
Divine Comedy’ which says, ‘Abandon hope, all ye who enter here!””

As | read that journal entry | was reminded of the feeling of dread that I’d had at that time
which was an interesting reaction from someone who was simply visiting! | continue to
wonder how the parents, partners, and children of those being held feel when they go
through those same layers of security to visit people they love? | had been visiting a
maximum-security facility and, to be honest, you don’t go there for shoplifting!

Again, the journal entry helped me remember that the chaplain was gracious in sharing her
space and in introducing me to people. Some of the inmates were developing their intellect
through graduate and post-graduate study, while others were exploring their creativity
through music and art. Some were training assistance dogs to work in aged care and
disability support, while others were keeping fit in the gym. Most were up for a yarn, and |
had a good sense that this was because they trusted the chaplain who repeatedly
introduced me as her friend.

| remember that there were plenty of people to pray for after that visit, and as well as
inmates and their families, this included those whose lives have been torn apart by criminal
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behaviour; those responsible for running Correctional Service facilities... and those who
serve as prison chaplains.

When we encounter the set readings for each Sunday, we bring something of our life’s
context to their interpretation. So, on this ANZAC Day weekend, we are given the
opportunity to affirm the belief that the ‘Lord is our shepherd...” in the words of Psalm 23
and we are reminded that Jesus called himself both ‘Shepherd’ and ‘Gate’ in John’s Gospel.

In a previous homily | have unpacked ancient Middle Eastern sheep farming practices
compared with contemporary Australian sheep farming practice but just to refresh this:

in a Middle Eastern context, assuming that it is peaceful, a small number of sheep are
attuned to the voice of a shepherd who trust that their shepherd will lead them to water
and green pasture. This contrasts with the Australian context in which sheep farmers use
dogs to drive sheep from place to place. In this practice it is the dogs who are attuned to
the voice and whistles of the shepherd, and the ABC series ‘Muster Dogs’ has given good
opportunity for us to see both kelpies and collies in action!

Jesus as our ‘shepherd’ is a beautiful metaphor for us to think about and it can provoke
helpful questions. How attuned are we to the ‘voice’ of God’s Spirit? Do we trust God to
lead us, when we want to go in a different direction? How easy is it for us to think of Jesus
as a ‘Gate’ — literally a way into the fold of God? A ‘fold” in which we find ourselves to be
part of a community in which there is shared friendship, identity, and purpose?

The parable of the Good Shepherd (John 10:1-18) suggests that Jesus leaves ninety-nine
sheep in a field in order to go looking for one who is missing! Of course, this is a great
encouragement when we feel missing, or ‘lost’” but not if we feel like the comfortable
ninety-nine sheep who are unaware that their shepherd has gone walk about!

How comfortable are we to think of that same Good Shepherd searching for ‘lost sheep’ in
our prison system? Could those lost sheep include people who have been incarcerated for
murder, grievous bodily harm, or paedophilia? These are uncomfortable questions, that
may lead to uncomfortable answers!

| don’t think it is too much to suggest that we are each called to be both sheep attuned to
the voice of the Shepherd, as well as mini shepherds who seek out and care for the lost. So,
| wonder who in your life is currently feeling lost? Perhaps someone in your family, your
neighbourhood, your congregation, or your workplace? Someone who would appreciate
your prayer, friendship, and support at this time. Is God nudging you or me to engage with
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someone new in this work, or is God already sustaining us in an expression of this work
because it is costly? | won’t beat around the bush: offering prayer, friendship, and support
to people in need can be emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually costly —and we, daily,
need the sustaining of God’s Spirit to offer these things.

In many ways chaplains are specialists in providing prayer, friendship and support. They
understand the call from Christ to go, like shepherds, to places where people feel lost. They
have trained and developed skills to work in the contexts of education as school and
university chaplains; in the contexts of healthcare to serve as hospital chaplains; in the
context of the Army, Navy, and Airforce to serve as military chaplains; and in the context of
Correctional Services to serve as prison chaplains

So, | invite you to join me this week in praying for God’s blessing on all who serve in some
form of chaplaincy, and in giving thanks for their ministries because it is often hidden and
costly. As mini shepherds they each play a vital role in making real the understanding that
in Christ there is hope, love, and purpose for every person under heaven.

| hope you will agree, that in Christ there is hope, love, and purpose for every person under
heaven.

For now, would you please join me as we close in prayer:

Gracious God, we give thanks for the joy of knowing you as the one who knows us, loves us,
and calls us. Secure in these things, help us to hear more clearly how you would have us
serve, and whom you would have us ‘shepherd’ this week. We ask this in the name of the
one who calls, Jesus the Good Shepherd. Amen.
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