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         Message by Pastor Mark Nieting

Dear Brother Michael, on this the occasion of your (very first) installation as a Pastor….. and to dear Alisha, as you also prepare for the journey. 
Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from Jesus Christ, who, in the words of today’s Gospel text, instructed Peter…..and all the rest of those who have been CALLED to the ministry to “feed My sheep.”

Being that you’re from Texas, I have asked myself EACH time I see you this simple question: Where are the boots? People from Texas wear BOOTS. I’m not sure why this is, other than the fact that there are a lot of COWS in Texas…..so boots would be a matter of self-preservation from the, shall we say, “exhaust.” But since our text this morning focused on sheep and not cows, are there sheep in Texas? Did you ever raise a sheep? Someone told me all guys from Texas HAD to be in 4-H, is that true? Maybe that’s why the Texas district produces so many pastors! But, have YOU ever raised a sheep?
You are being installed today as a pastor of the people of God here at Hope Lutheran Church, Virginia Beach, Virginia. You have spent YEARS preparing for this. You have been certified as one ready to be a shepherd by the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. You have been divinely Called by this congregation to do just that. Only a few weeks ago you were ordained into the holy ministry. And now you are ready to be a pastor, literally, a shepherd, and I know that you deeply desire to be a “GOOD Shepherd!” That’s what the congregation wants too, isn’t it? We want a “good pastor!” 
As Luther would say, “What does this mean?”  Jesus clearly gives us the “Good Shepherd Feeding the Sheep” story as our model, and since it was to his disciples, it truly pertains to Pastors…..to be shepherds. The problem is, we’re not in Texas, so we may not have a clear idea what all that actually MEANS. 

We tend to see the GOOD SHEPHERD caring for the sheep the same way we like to care for our pets. We see them as cute (picture #1), cuddly and sweet. Our hearts just melt away as we imagine a field full of spring lambs bleating gently, all fresh, clean and innocent. We imagine the shepherd playing with each one like we play with our cats and dogs, giving them all names and special collars and bows in their hair, with hours of cuddling for each one.
But….time out in the pasture, my friends, time out! Back in the day, I spent a lot of time around sheep farms in rural Illinois and Maryland. I have a very different image of sheep, which also comes from having been in the ministry for 38 years now, and I’d like us to get “up close and personal” with sheep. (picture #3). 
First, sheep are not meant to be PETS. They are the shepherd’s means of earning a living. They are HERD animals (picture #4) that will follow a leader almost blindly, often to their detriment or demise. They don’t smell the least bit sweet, they have bad breath and they can bite! (picture #5)  The main reason why the shepherd spends so much time worrying about lost or hurt sheep is simple – he will lose money if he doesn’t get them to market. (picture #6). It’s PRODUCTIVITY that is his motivation, not PET-a-tivity (I just made that up). The purpose of shepherding is to produce the most healthy lambs, the most wool, and the most, well, you fill in the blank to protect our sweet little lambs, to market.
So, JOB ONE for the Shepherd is to keep the flock safe by “leading them to green pastures and still waters”…..since they won’t drink from fast running streams….. and protecting them from a rather large list of enemies higher up the food chain. It’s a “whole flock” task, which is usually what shepherding involves. And of course part of JOB ONE is to keep the flock moving from one pasture to the next, because if they stay in one pasture too long, they’ll do what comes naturally for sheep…..get comfortable, get lazy, eat all the grass that’s there and starve to death. Sorry, sheepies, but that’s the truth. 

(Picture #2) JOB TWO for the Shepherd involves dealing with sheep who get into trouble, which ‘we’ can certainly do….isn’t that right, fellow sheep? Jesus taught a parable in which sometimes He saw that it was more important to “rescue the one” than to stay with the 99, and there are certainly times when straying or hurt or hospitalized sheep got lots of personal attention. (Picture #7) But, for the most part, the shepherd has to deal with the big picture of the whole flock.  
Enough of this sheep talk…..right??? Not quite. There’s one more thing. How do the sheep know that they can TRUST the shepherd? After all, there are “wolves in sheep’s clothing” all over the place, doing everything they can to lead the flock out to lunch…..where they are the main course on the menu. How do we know that we can trust YOU? Is it just because the “seminary says so?” TRUST is a HUGE thing in our world today. Think of all the “trust issues” that we have to deal with on a daily basis: Which politicians can we trust…..if any, right? Is the Social Security “TRUST FUND” going to be there for me? Can you trust your spouse? Can we keep our kids “safe” on the internet. On and on it goes, the issue of trust is huge in our lives. Whose WORD can we trust?
Jesus gives us the answer earlier in the Gospel of John, where in chapter 10, called the GOOD SHEPHERD chapter, He says, “My sheep listen to my voice. I know them and they follow Me.” (John 10: 27)

YOU, Michael, have been called to be a Shepherd of this congregation. You have a WORD for us. You have been Called to give VOICE to the WORD of GOD. You have been called to proclaim the Love of Jesus, the Good Shepherd to all of us. You have been Called to give voice to the Saving Gospel of Jesus……and to the Law of God as well, to God’s “yeses and God’s nos.” 
To put all of us on the same page about what that WORD is that you will bring us  and how we can trust you as that WORD is brought to us, I’m going to briefly present a “Ten Commandments for Trust” today, principles God has given us and through which we can better learn to live as brothers and sisters on the flock.
Number 1: Thou shalt use only trustworthy sources. In a world where trust is an endangered species and truth has become relative to our feelings, remember that SCRIPTURE is still God’s full and complete message. Scripture never changes because God never changes. His counsel for us, both in the Law and in the Gospel, remains constant and solid. Bring God’s WORD to us and we will trust you! There may be times when Scripture seems to speak against the political correctness of the world, but ALWAYS keep Scripture as your source.
Number 2: Thou shalt trust in the God’s Word, given by His Holy Spirit. If the sheep trusted every voice that came near the flock, they’d be in terrible straits, led this way and that. They learn to trust only one. So do we. That ONE voice is God’s, coming to us from the Holy Spirit. IF we are going to trust, we must be clear about something: we are not in control, God is. When people asked John the Baptist if HE was the Messiah, his answer was simple: I’m not, Jesus is. 

· We don’t make the sun come up. We don’t make it go down.

· We don’t make it rain.  We don’t make our own hearts beat.

· There is a WORD that brings life and forgiveness, but it’s not mine and it’s not yours, it’s God’s Word, given us by the Holy Spirit for the good of His precious flock. Trust in HIS Word fully and HIS Word alone.
Number 3: Thou shalt place trust at the very heart of the faith. The very nature of the Lutheran Christian faith is that it is by GRACE that we are saved, purely and simply by TRUSTING in Christ and what HE has done for our salvation. It’s a message tremendously radical in the simplicity and depth of its TRUST in Christ.

Number 4:  Thou shalt keep Christ as your Foundation. If your flock sees the depth of your trust in Christ, Pastor Cofer, they will be encouraged to do the same. In a world where most foundations seem to be of a very “sandy and shifty” nature, point the flock to Christ as the only solid and true foundation.
Number 5: Thou shalt do what you say you will do. Follow through is crucial in everything we do. Good intentions don’t get the job done, actions do. Be a shepherd that the flock can count on, no matter what, and you will be trusted.
Number 6: Thou shalt honestly admit your own weaknesses. Jesus the Good Shepherd has no shortcomings, but every under-shepherd has them, you and me included. Hiding our shortcomings may improve our image, but it doesn’t build trust. There’s a reason why the old adage, “Confession is good for the soul” is right. Trusting others with the knowledge of our faults can build bridges of trust. 
Number 7: Thou shalt always tell the truth. There is no bigger roadblock to trust than deceit. It’s the simplest of these “new” commandments, but maybe one of the hardest to keep. But if all of us told the truth all of the time, there would be no reason to harbor doubt. 
Number 8: Thou shalt keep thyself healthy. Jesus is the model for all shepherds, and time after time He went off by Himself to pray to His Father. A worn down and depleted shepherd cannot care for the flock, cannot care for himself, and can easily become prey for the evil one.
Number 9: Thou shalt keep Mrs. Shepherd-Cofer well cared for and well loved. God has given you a help-mate and partner in your dear Alisha. She is your first responsibility, not your last. It is your task to model Christian marriage for the flock, and someday, God willing, Christian parenting of little lambs!

Finally, Number 10: Thou shalt lead from the front. No shepherd worth his salt will stand behind the flock and point in the direction he thinks they should go and anticipates that they will, because they won’t. Period. Our Good Shepherd led HIS disciples, teaching, training, encouraging, and even reprimanding them…….after all, today’s text had its genesis in Peter’s denial of Christ! But always remember that HE went to the cross for us all…..and out of that comes the very nature of shepherding….for it is the Good Shepherd who laid down His life for all of us.
There it is, dear Texan, 10 new commandments for being a Good Shepherd, as you begin to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything He has commanded us, remembering that Your Good Shepherd will be with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28: 19-20).
And to that, the Sheep and the Lambs of God say “Amen!”
