St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday OT 16 B  7/18/21
Jeremiah 23:1-6;  Ephesians 2:13-18;   Mark 6:30-34

Res. Psalm: Ps 23

My Brothers and Sisters,

I want to begin, this morning, by noting three news events of the past two weeks in the United States:  
     1) the collapse of Champlain Tower South at Surfside, FL. 
     2) the news that over 93,000 Americans committed suicide this past year, and 
     3) the most recent Gallup poll indicating that, for the first time in the history of our country, the majority of Americans do not belong to a church.

Concerning the first:  Although everyone was aware of the dangerous condition of the condo building, many were unwilling to contribute together to the needed repairs.  The result was a self-inflicted tragedy with over 100 lives lost.  How sad!
Concerning the second:  We must conclude that life, this past year, was so depressing for these 93,000 people that death was a more preferable option than life. How sad!
Concerning the third. More than one third of Americans, when asked for their religious affiliation responded: “None.”  The poll noted that the “Nones” are the fastest growing affiliation in the US.  They have increased 60% since 2008.  They are neither atheists nor agnostics.  They believe in God but are wary of institutions and authority. They are apathetic about politics as well as religion.  One social scientist describes them as people “just left out of society, sort of drifting in space.”  How sad!

What do these three groups have in common? 
     1) They were/are sheep without a shepherd to turn to and to lead them, and 
     2) they were/are sheep without a fold to hold them – a fold where they might feel at home.  Thus, being out in the wilderness alone, they became, become, or will become separated, lonely and lost sheep.
In the first reading, this morning, God, speaking through Jeremiah, harshly criticized Israel’s shepherds for misleading, scattering, and not caring for his flock.  God, today, might criticize our shepherds also of contributing to the scattering of his flock. Certainly, the terrible translation of the sacramentary, the mishandling of the sexual abuse crisis, and, more recently, the “weaponizing” of the Eucharist have contributed to many Catholics leaving the Church..
But, the sheep are at fault, too, -- at fault for not turning to the Good Shepherd, as the people of today’s Gospel did.  These people found the shepherd; they stayed with the shepherd and they listened to the shepherd until late in the day.  And notice: it was not a gathering of a few people, but “a vast crowd.”  Later, we will learn that the crowd consisted of at least 5,000 people.  And, at the end of the day, they will sit down together and they will eat together. But, first, they wanted and were fed by the word of God.
My brothers and sisters, we are both sheep and shepherds.  

As sheep, it is important to be together, to be the flock gathered around Jesus, who is present in word and sacrament.  As sheep, it is important to spend time attending to God’s word in Scripture and to spending time together attending to one another’s concerns.  The presence of each one of us is essential to the well-being of the entire flock.
As shepherds, we also have an important task.  God, through Jeremiah said, “I will appoint shepherds … who will shepherd [my people] so that they no longer fear and tremble, and none shall be missing.” “None” shall be missing!  Is God already seeing the “nones” of today who are “drifting in space”?  We are the shepherds and shepherdesses whom God has appointed in this new era. Are we good shepherds being alive in God’s word, and sharing joyfully the love and compassion of Jesus?
Jesus was the “Lamb of God” before he became the Good Shepherd of God’s people.  As lamb, he placed himself as a total offering to God.

As Good Shepherd, he cared to the point of laying down his life for us, his sheep.
We gather, you and I, first, as lambs, as sheep, offering ourselves to God each day.  In the words of the usual Morning Offering Prayer we offer “all our prayers, works, joys and sufferings of the day” to God.  Let no day pass without that offering.  It gives meaning to the day.

We gather, too, as good shepherds and shepherdesses, helping people find Jesus and find a fold, a home, for belonging and healing.

Then, we can be sure, in the final inclusive words of today’s 23rd Psalm that:

“Only goodness and kindness [will] follow [us] all the days of [our] life. And [we] shall dwell in the house of the Lord for years to come.”

How much we all need that goodness and kindness!

How much we all need God: Father, Son and Spirit!

How much we all need to live in peace because we all belong to God and to one another.
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