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Ezekiel 34:11-24 

11For thus says the Lord GOD: I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them 

out. 12As 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. 13I 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. 14I 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. 15I myself will be the shepherd of my 

sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord GOD. 16I will seek the lost, and I 

will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the 

weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice. 

17As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord GOD: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, 

between rams and goats: 18Is 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? 19And must my sheep eat what you have 

trodden with your feet, and drink what you have fouled with your feet? 20Therefore, 

thus says the Lord GOD to them: I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean 

sheep. 21Because you pushed with flank and shoulder and butted at all the weak 

animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22I will save my flock, 

and they shall no longer be ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep. 23I will 

set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed 

them and be their shepherd. 24And I, the LORD, will be their God, and my servant David 

shall be prince among them; I, the LORD, have spoken. 
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Ezekiel 34:11-24 

I met a real live shepherd once. It was in the Cevennes mountains in Southern France. A 

French pastor friend lived in a secluded mountain spot where he ran a retreat center. 

Noel Charrier made friends with everybody in the village and he took me to the top of 

the mountain where we met Paul the shepherd. Paul was tall and leathery and grizzled. 

Shepherding is a demanding job. You live with the sheep – and the elements. There are 

two seasons; one to bring the sheep up the mountain in the Spring and one, called “le 

transhumance” where the sheep all have bells and are brought down the mountain. 

Sheep and shepherds live with great trust and care with each other.   

The Bible is full of illustrations which describe Jesus and God as shepherds. It was the 

common way to refer to kings and rulers. Leaders were expected to show kindness, 

protect the vulnerable, pursue justice, and guide people through every difficulty, just as 

shepherds care for a flock. That was the mark of an excellent king.  

Ezekiel offers an invitation to all Israel to experience God’s love and injustice.  

Centuries later, the pastor and activist William Sloane Coffin, echoes this invitation 

when he says “Of God’s love we can say two things: first, it is poured out universally 

for everyone from the pope to the loneliest [person] on the planet; second, God’s love 

doesn’t seek value; it creates value” (William Sloane Coffin, Credo, p. 6). Ezekiel 

reminds us that we are loved by God and this is a gift and not something we must earn.  

 

Ezekiel paints an image of God as the One who seeks us out, not the other way around: 

“For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out.” 

We have become so lost and wandered so far that God must take the trouble to find and 

rescue us. And astonishingly, God is more than willing. 

 

Ezekiel’s good news is that God wants to find the sheep, feed them, wipe away their 

tears, and bind up their wounds. It is good news that God wants to gather in the sheep 

when they are lost and scattered. It is good news that God wants to take the sheep to a 

place where they can relax and be calm rather than fretfully run to and for in a state of 

panic and fear. Ezekiel’s paints a picture of deeply good news. 
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But then, Ezekiel veers his paintbrush to darker and more complex themes. As a part of 

God’s shepherding, God also sorts the sheep. God separates the fat and strong sheep 

from the weak ones. Apparently as God seeks and finds, God the Shepherd also judges  

and sorts out one from another. 

 

We are not terribly comfortable with verses about judgment. No one wants to be a goat. 

No one wants to be the bullying ram. No one wants to be the wrong kind of sheep. We 

don’t like to talk about the judgement of God, perhaps because we’re scared we might 

be found on the wrong side of things.  

 

Maybe too, this talk about judgment cuts a little close to the bone. We may say we’re 

nonjudgmental, but we sure don’t live that way. Before we get to know someone, we 

try to figure out if he or she is liberal or conservative, Democrat or Republican, gay or 

straight, college-educated or not. Only then, after we placed the person through our 

array of litmus tests,  do we decide to invest in the relationship or let it go. 

 

Brother Ezekiel calls us on this folly. He says we are ridiculous. We are just ridiculous 

because we are all lost sheep, running to and fro, panicky in the dark storm. 

Furthermore, Ezekiel insists the acts of judging and sorting belong only to God, and 

apparently God’s concerns are not always our own. We see this as God starts sorting 

the flock, and it becomes clear that God is not trying to divide the pure sheep from the 

sinful sheep. God is not insisting on a litmus test based on political convictions or 

theological viewpoints or where one is from or family structure. 

 

No, according to the picture Ezekiel paints, the only thing God is interested in seeing is 

what the rest of the sheep refused to see: who are the ones being left out? As God moves 

about the mountains, gathering all the sheep to bring them home, God gets very 

particular about seeking out the weak ones, the ones who have lived their lives being 

butted and battered, being forgotten and shoved aside. 

 

Ezekiel’s picture of God’s judgment is a picture of a Holy Shepherd who insists on 

being fiercely compassionate for all those who have been wounded by the selfish 

actions of others. A Holy Shepherd who insists on being fiercely protective of those 

deemed weak and insignificant by the strong and influential. A Holy Shepherd who is 

fiercely determined to reveal the true value of all those who had been humanly judged 

and sorted out as not being worth anyone’s time or energy. This is the strange sorting of 

the sheep in Ezekiel’s story of God. This is what Ezekiel claims judgment looks like. It 



 4 

looks like a picture of God’s insistence that all the sheep receive love and justice, while 

pointing out that some of us, lost sheep ourselves, continually get judgment all wrong. 

 

The Dutch priest and spiritual writer Henri Nouwen has given me the best portrayal of 

a life committed to the care of very vulnerable sheep. He first taught at Harvard and 

Yale Divinity Schools. But God’s call took him out of the Ivy League, to live in a small 

community called L’Arche that welcomes people with disabilities. He felt at home there 

and in 1986 accepted an invitation to become pastor for the L’Arche community of 

Daybreak in Richmond Hill, north of Toronto, Canada. 

 

Daybreak was his homecoming. Henri was asked to support and care for Adam. In his 

book, Adam: God’s Beloved, Henri describes how, through Adam, he came to a new and 

deeper understanding of his faith and what it means to be beloved of God. Nouwen’s 

found that  Adam became his friend, his teacher and his guide. The experience 

deepened Henri Nouwen, and his contribution to the spirituality of L’Arche was as 

profound as the transformation he experienced at Daybreak. 

 

To see vulnerable people through God’s eyes is Ezekiel’s word to us. We have examples 

who teach us. Henri Nouwen and people with disabilities, Dorothy Day and the poor. 

Mental health and addiction counselors work with broken and vulnerable people. We 

are given the opportunity to serve as Shepherds too, when we encounter people 

different than us, people who are too chatty or too forceful or too ugly. They may be 

people we hold in contempt. Friends, when this happens, take up your Shepherd’s 

crook and find your way to your heart. Remember, “the Lord is my Shepherd…” and 

you can be a shepherd too. 

 

 


