
When I was a child, my parents sometimes had a slightly strange idea of what might make a 

nice day out for us children. Once, in the holidays, they thought it would be wonderful for 

me as a 9 year old to go to London for the day and sit through a morning watching a trial at 

the Old Bailey. Not my idea of family fun, to be honest, but in fairness to them, it must have 

made an impression on me because I can still remember quite a few things about that 

morning. I remember the character of some of the barristers – one who was quietly spoken  

but very good at probing, another who talked as though each person he was cross-

examining was really pretty dumb and that it was most trying for him to have to spend the 

morning in such inferior company. But the judge didn’t seem to have a character. He was 

raised higher than the others, wore a longer wig than the others, looked totally 

unapproachable, and was the personification of power and utter emotional detachment.  

Christians often skim quickly over the passages referring to a judge and maybe even view 

the whole idea with some embarrassment, because of this image of a judge that we are 

familiar with. But the word judge summoned up a very different image for someone in 

Biblical times and culture. Try and imagine a village in the countryside, where there had 

been serious feuding, which had led to a wave of criminal behaviour and then reprisals that 

had escalated to such a point that the whole village had become an unsafe place. The 

innocent people caught up in the crossfire just longed for the judge to visit the village, to 

deal with the troublemakers, make sure there was recompense for those who had been 

robbed or unfairly treated, and make the village a peaceable, pleasant place to live again. 

Judges on the whole worked in the cities and the villages often had to wait for their turn for 

a judge to turn up. But when he did come, for the vast majority of the village, it was a day 

of rejoicing and utter relief.  

I start with that, because we need to dispel our rather skewed picture of a judge before 

really appreciating today’s two wonderful passages.  

And for a change, I want us to focus on the Old Testament passage. It should fill us with 

some degree of wonder that a whole 6 centuries before Christ, God should announce 

through one of the prophets (in this case Ezekiel) that He Himself was going to come to his 

people, through the line of David and act as both judge to deal with the bullies, but also as 

shepherd to lead his people to safety and to bind up their wounds. So, when Jesus, 600 

years on, said “I am the good shepherd”, his listeners knew full well that he was saying He 

was the fulfilment of that promise. It’s right that we devote our attention more to the 

gospel accounts of Jesus, than to the Old Testament, but it’s a mistake to dismiss the Old 

Testament as of little value. Several sections of the Old Testament greatly enrich our 

understanding of Jesus himself. This is one of them.  

So, according to both today’s readings, when God comes to us, which we will celebrate at 

Christmas, despite whatever restrictions are in place then,  he combines the role of judge 

and shepherd. He brings – as a judge -  justice for those who have been badly treated. And 

as a shepherd, he brings the care and healing of a shepherd tending an injured sheep. He is 



both judge and shepherd. And these two images or titles are also both there in today’s 

gospel reading.  

I have met many Christians who embody this passion for justice, represented by an 

effective judge: be it regularly writing to MPs on issues, working via Food Banks, 

campaigning for fairer laws to protect the most vulnerable, promoting Eco church, raising 

awareness of slavery in all its forms, and taking safeguarding issues seriously. I read 

recently of someone in appalling debt whose life was really turned around with the help of 

a group called CAP, Christians Against Poverty, an organisation I’d never even heard of.   

This is part of being Christ’s hands and feet and eyes in the world today.  Incidentally, 

Christians don’t have a monopoly on this – plenty of people of other faiths or no faith work 

tirelessly for justice. But working for a better society is part of being a follower of the 

shepherd – judge.  

I also know many Christians who just have the tender sensitivity to show genuine care and 

love on a personal level: like the shepherd tending the injured lamb, they notice when 

someone needs a helping hand, they ask how you are and sound as though they mean it, 

and then actually shut up and listen while you answer, they don’t judge, and they radiate 

acceptance and love. The passage twice talks of God causing his sheep to lie down – as in 

the much loved Psalm 23. Sheep only lie down when they feel safe.  When you’re with a 

person who shows that caring spirit, you’re not unlike the sheep who feels confident 

enough to  lie down.  

But the gospel does not invite us to take an either or approach. God, the shepherd and 

judge, embodies both justice and tender care. In my experience, a lot of Christians embody 

one more strongly than the other. It might be worth asking yourself where you think you fit 

in terms of that balance – better still, have the courage to ask someone who knows you 

well ! Yes, we’re all made differently and with different God-given personalities and gifts, 

but we should aim, each of us as individuals to be both: those who fight for a better society 

or happier community, and those who tend and show love to the people around us. And 

when you do  meet folk who genuinely seem to embody both, it’s  a wonderful thing.  

I started by talking about a trip to the Old Bailey and thinking about God as the bringer of 

justice. So I’ll end with a thought about God as the shepherd. One of the phrases used in 

the Ezekiel passage is that this shepherd will bind up the injured. His work of binding up the 

injured and strengthening the weak is right now. And we are among the sheep he wishes to 

continue this work in. Whoever we are, and however happy and fortunate a life we’ve led 

so far, very few of us come through life without at least a few emotional battle scars, that 

can leave people a little less trusting, a little more guarded, or a little more cynical. So those 

words of binding up the injured and strengthening the weak are not just for those others 

out there whom we want to help, they are for us as well. They are for you and for me. The 

trouble is that most of us aren’t that good at asking for help or admitting our frailties, but 

it’s important to know that you and I are included among the sheep Jesus wishes to tend. 

For all of us, following Christ should also therefore be a journey of healing. The Hebrew 



word Shalom, which we tend to translate as peace, is actually a word that means 

wholeness, physical, material, spiritual and emotional wholeness. 

I’ve recently finished one of the most inspiring books I’ve read for ages, and any of you are 

welcome to borrow it. It’s simply 20 different stories of ordinary people, whose lives have 

gone from hopeless to hopeful and it’s put together by recently retired Archbishop John 

Sentamu, who introduces each of the people with a little commentary of his own. It’s 

called, maybe not surprisingly,  John Sentamu’s Hope Stories. The stories are very different, 

but each one is an honest account written by a person whose life has been slowly but 

beautifully put back on track and transformed. They are all stories of the injured heading 

towards healing. One of the stories, of a man who had been homeless for many years,  ends 

“I’m a work in progress but now I can see a future and just the thought of that is exciting”. 

That goes for us too. We too are works in progress, whom the shepherd wishes to lead to 

greater wholeness. Let’s not be afraid to let him.  


