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“The Real Me”

“I am the good shepherd.”

Susan and I recently enrolled in the Nexus trusted traveler program, which is designed to make border
crossings easier for persons who have been screened and approved by both Canada and the USA.  It
involved the usual application process, along with a trip to Fort Erie for interviews with immigration
agents from both countries as well as photographs and fingerprints.  But there was one additional aspect
of this process that was new to us: we had our eyes scanned and entered into their date system. 
Evidently, each person’s eyes are unique – even more so than fingerprints – and there are occasions
when a Nexus traveler may be asked to submit to an eye scan so that it can be confirmed that the
person traveling with this card really is “the real me.”

Unlike people with common names like John Smith or Mary Jones, I never thought I would have a
problem identifying myself with our family name; but it turns out that there are more people with the
name Jeffrey Laustsen in the world, so other forms of identification are needed to confirm that I am the
unique individual I claim to be.  In a world in which identity theft and deception are growing problems,
new technologies that use eye scans, DNA screening, and other identity tools are vital so that everyone
is certain that each person is truly who they claim to be.  We need means of identification so that others
might have no doubt that the person they are meeting is “the real me.”

Throughout his life and ministry, people were offering numerous answers as to the identity of Jesus of
Nazareth.  When he asks his disciples “who do people say that the Son of Man is?” (Matthew 16:13),
they answered that “some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah and still others Jeremiah or one of the
prophets.” (16:14).  All of these answers, of course, are incorrect, so Jesus then asks them another
question: “But who do you say that I am?” (16:15).  Peter then speaks on behalf of the Twelve by
answering “you are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” (16:16).  This is the correct answer; but it
soon becomes obvious that the disciples don’t fully understand what this means; they are yet to see in
Jesus “the real me,” that which truly identifies him for who he is and what he means to all people.

In John’s Gospel, Jesus shares his true identity through what are called his “I am” statements, which
form the distinctive core of Jesus’ language of self-revelation in the Fourth Gospel.  In these statements,
Jesus identifies himself with common symbols from Ancient Near Eastern religious and human
experience.  Through these common symbols, Jesus declares that peoples’ religious needs and human
longings are met in him:

· “I am the bread of life” - 6:35.
· “I am the light of the world.” – 8:12
· “I am the true vine.” – 15:1
· “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” – 14:6

In each of these statements, Jesus is making a clear and emphatic claim about himself.  “I am” (ego
eimi) literally means, “I, I myself,” reinforcing his identity so that there can be no doubt as to who Jesus is
and what his life means for his followers.  Those who answer Jesus’ call to discipleship have absolute
certainty that they are following “the real me,” the authentic Son of God and Saviour of the world.

Nowhere in the Fourth Gospel is Jesus’ true identity more clearly stated than in his statement that “I am
the good shepherd.” (10:11).  The Good Shepherd is one of the most popular and beloved images of
Jesus, the subject of countless paintings and stained glass windows (including here in our own
sanctuary).  It is an image that has brought tremendous comfort and solace to generations of Christians;



but in its original context, it is an image that identifies Jesus as the one who will not only gather his sheep
but protect and rescue them from all forces that seek to scatter and destroy them.

· “Let us begin by acknowledging that the figure of the Good Shepherd has been sentimentalized
in the course of church history.  One thinks of the stained glass windows and the pictures in
which Jesus is portrayed as a [weak] figure fondling a pet lamb … [but] the figure of the Shepherd
is more like a warrior.  The ideal shepherd is the warrior king David, doing justice, punishing the
wicked, leading God’s people in warfare and in peace.  The good shepherd is a king – but even
that word ‘king’ has little meaning in our world.” – Lesslie Newbigin, The Good Shepherd.

In explicitly identifying himself as the “good shepherd,” Jesus contrasts himself with other “bad”
shepherds like the hired hand, “who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf
coming and leaves the sheep and runs away … the hired hand runs away because a hired hand does
not care for the sheep.” (10:12-13).  “Good” (kalos) can also mean “model” or “true”; the reference point
for what constitutes a “good shepherd” is set by the image of God in Ezekiel 34:11-16:

· “For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out.  As
shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among the scattered sheep, I will rescue them
from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness.  I
will bring them out form 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.  I 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.  I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make
them lie down, says the Lord God.  I 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.”

Jesus thus identifies himself as fulfilling God’s promises and doing God’s work (“I glorified you on earth
by finishing the work that you gave me to do.” 17:4); but Jesus goes beyond Ezekiel’s imagery of a good
shepherd in referring to the shepherd’s willingness to “[lay] down his life for the sheep.” (10:11), which he
identifies as proof of his great love for his people: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s
life for one’s friends.” (15:13).

The “hired hand” who is contrasted with the good shepherd has many echoes of the image of the “bad
shepherd” in the Old Testament:

· “Thus says the Lord God, I am against the shepherds; and I will demand my sheep at their hand,
and put a stop to their feeding the sheep; no longer shall the shepherds feed themselves.  I will
rescue my sheep from their mouths, so that they may not be food for them.” – Ezekiel 34:10.

· “Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture, says the Lord. 
Therefore thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, concerning the shepherds who shepherd my
people: It is you who have scattered my flock, and have driven them away, and you have not
attended to them.  So I will attend to you for your evil doings.” – Jeremiah 23:1-2.

· “Those who buy them kill them and go unpunished; and those who sell them say, ‘Blessed be the
Lord, for I have become rich’; and their own shepherds have no pity on them.” – Zechariah 11:5.

The primary concern of these bad shepherds is their own well-being at the expense of the flock’s well-
being.  The flock is scattered and devoured by animals as a result of the shepherd’s neglect.  The good
shepherd, by contrast, cares for his sheep to the point of laying down his life for them.

Jesus also proves his identity as the good shepherd because of his relationship with them: “I know my
own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father.” (10:14-15). Such
“knowledge” (gnosis) is not a cognitive category, but is a category of relationship.  Jesus is the good



shepherd not simply because of his relationship to the sheep but also because of his relationship to God. 
This relationship will extend beyond Israel to include “other sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must
bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.  So there will be one flock, one shepherd.” (10:16).  The
image of a united flock recalls Ezekiel 34:31 (“You are my sheep, the sheep of my pasture and I am your
God, says the Lord God.”); and the mark of this expanded flock will be that they will listen to the voice of
their shepherd, for to hear Jesus’ voice is the mark of faithfulness to Jesus and his word (“My sheep hear
my voice.  I know them, and they follow me.” – 10:27).  

· “Those for whom Jesus Christ has become a living reality know and respond to his voice when
they hear it on the lips of one of his servants.  There is a recognition, a rapport.” – Newbigin.

In the final verses of this Gospel lesson, Jesus abandons the metaphor of the shepherd to speak directly
about his death and his relationship with God.  Jesus’ death is fully in the context of his relationship with
God; God “loves” (agapao) Jesus because Jesus lives out the core commandment he will give to his
disciples, “that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”
(13:34).  Jesus’ death is the ultimate expression of the love relationship that already exists and defines
who he is and how he enacts God’s will in the world.  Jesus’ laying down his life is an act he freely
chooses as an expression of his obedience to God.  Jesus is neither a victim nor a martyr: “No one takes
it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” (10:18).  When Jesus lays down his life, it is to the end of
taking it up again, for his enactment of God’s work is incomplete until he returns to the Father through his
resurrection and ascension (“Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from this world and go to the
Father.” – 13:1).  The “power” (exousia) to do this is given to him by God.

In identifying himself as the good shepherd (as well as in all of the images contained in the “I am”
statements), Jesus offers us a clear and certain identification of who he is and what it means for us to
follow him.  The Jesus we know and follow is not merely an historical figure, but the living Lord who
invites us into a daily relationship of walking with him and serving others in his name:

· “Christians direct their faith not to the historical figure of Jesus but to the living Lord Jesus.  Yes,
they assert continuity between that Jesus and this.  But their faith is confirmed, not by the
establishment of facts about the past, but by the reality of Christ’s power in the present.  Christian
faith is not directed to a human construction about the past; that would be a form of idolatry. 
Authentic Christian faith is a response to the living God, whom Christians declare is powerfully at
work among them through the resurrected Jesus.” – Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus.

As Jesus proves his true identity not merely in words but in deeds, so also is our identity as disciples of
Christ proven not by what we say or how we appear, but in the way we live our lives in relationship with
God and in relationship with other persons.  When Jesus commands his disciples to love one another, he
also states that “by this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
(13:34).  The marks of Jesus’ identity as the good shepherd are that he knows the voice of the Father,
listens to what that Word is saying to him, and responds faithfully to what he is called to accomplish. 
Likewise, the marks of true disciples of Christ are that they too can recognize the voice of Jesus in
contrast to other voices that might demand their attention and loyalty; that they hear the voice as one
that is speaking to them here and now; and that they go forth in faithful response to what the voice of
Jesus is calling them to fulfill so that all may know God’s love.  In the first letter of John that continues the
teachings of the author of the Fourth Gospel, the Evangelist reminds his readers that “we know love by
this, that he laid down his life for us – and we ought to lay down our lives for one another.” (1 John 3:16). 
While this may imply martyrdom for some (and sadly, many Christians are still laying down their lives
today for the sake of their faith in the Gospel), it speaks to all Christians of the responsibility of love that
members of the Church owe one another (“But now, dear lady, I ask you, not as though I were writing
you a new commandment, but we have had from the beginning, let us love one another.” – 2 John 5). 
Such love is not a self-generated project or human attainment; it is god’s love.  Love for one another
must not only be spoken but truthfully enacted: “Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what
is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor.” (Romans 12:9-10). 



Our love must be not only “in word or speech, but in truth and action” (3:18); if one’s conduct manifests
such “truth” (aletheia), the activated integrity of word and deed, then by such conduct the authenticity of
one’s life is known, not only by others but also by ourselves, reassuring our “hearts” (kardia), which
throughout the Bible is the seat of religious and moral conduct within human beings:

· “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord?  And who shall stand in the holy place?  Those who have
clean hands and pure hearts, who do not life up their souls to what is false, and do not swear
deceitfully.  They will receive blessing from the Lord, and vindication from the God of their
salvation.” – Psalm 24:3-5.

The true mark of our identity as Christians – the manner in which people may know “the real me,” the
authenticity of our claim to be the Church of Jesus Christ – is when we strive to keep his commandment,
“that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has
commanded us.” (3:23).  Faith and love are inseparable, “for without faith in Christ we are not able to
love one another properly nor can we truly believe in the name of Jesus Christ without brotherly love.”
(Bede).  For Lutherans, our understanding of our life together is “faith active in love,” that the mark of the
true Church is the manner in which it lives out Jesus’ commandment to love one another:

· “… after a person has been justified by faith, there then exists a true, living ‘faith working through
love’ (Gal. 5:6).  That means that good works always follow justifying faith and are certainly found
with it, when it is a true and living faith.  For faith is never alone but is always accompanied by
love and hope.” – Formula of Concord, Epitome, Article III.

Next month, we will have the first opportunity to use our new Nexus cards when we travel back to New
Jersey for a family wedding, and chances are that they will be sufficient to prove our true identity to
customs officers on both sides of the Niagara River.  In similar circumstances, it is these physical forms
of identification that prove that we truly are “the real me,” the persons we claim to be.  But in our lives as
disciples of Christ, the proof that we are Christians does not come in the way we dress, or memberships
we hold, or any other outward form of identity.  As Christ proves himself to truly be the good shepherd by
the way he lives and loves his sheep, the truest way in which we identify ourselves as God’s children is
clear: by this everyone will know that we are Christ’s followers, in the ways in which we love one another. 
It is through love that all people will truly see “the real me.” Amen.


