
Title: Good and Bad Shepherds: Leadership as a collaboration. 
Text: Jeremiah 23: 1-6; Mark 6: 30-34, 53-56; Letters from Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer.  
 
This past week, I fostered a rescue dog to see if she would be a good fit for me, my 
community of friends and my work here among you. It turns out sadly she was not for 
various reasons.  
But as I was walking her at 5:30 am each morning, because she was too nervous to be 
around people, my fitness level increased 75%, as she pulled me along the walking 
path. Yet at the places of confusion and decision, railway tracks, roads, intersections, I 
learnt to take charge of the leash, the command words “sit” and “wait” and of course 
the bag of treats.  I realized again, that leadership is a conversation, a collaboration, a 
give and take. And if it is not so, our human lust for power dominates.  
 
 
The prophetic words recorded in the Hebrew book of Jeremiah, recount the words of a 
prophet spoken for a time of exile. This time of dislocation from life as is known. A time 
of separation from the land and temple worship - a time of turmoil, change and conflict.  
 
It was in this exile in Babylon that the people of Israel, specifically the nation of Judah, 
took time to reflect on their leadership - the kings that guided them prior to their time 
in captivity in Babylon. Jeremiah refers to these kings as shepherds. 
 
Good Shepherds: Keeps the flock safe, tends to the needs of the flock, and keeps them  
together.  
Bad Shepherds: Allow flock to be predated, ignores the needs of the flock, scatters  
them. 
 
Walter Brueggemann reflects on Kingship and Exile in this way:  

(In Old Testament Theology) 
 

“One defining mark of Israel life is that the royal system was not finally effective in 
sustaining Israel. For at the centre of Israel self-awareness is the debacle of 587 
BCE (the Babylonian take over), when king, temple, and city all failed.  
 
Because of this devastating core reality, which Israel could not and would not deny, 
it does not surprise us that some in Israel will attribute the destruction of 587 to the 
failure of the monarchy (leadership) to do its duty in terms of justice and 
righteousness.  
 
Again, the tradition of Jeremiah which is relentlessly negative about kingship links 
kingship and exile. It is the kings who have scattered that is caused exile. 
 
 



Bruegemann goes on to say:  
 
“The linkage made in this testimony between royal failure and public demise is so 
clear and so familiar to us that we might miss the enormous theo-ethical claim made 
for kingship. The claim made is that power - political economic military - cannot 
survive or give prosperity or security, unless public power is administered according 
to the requirement of justice, justice being understood as attention to the well-being 
of all members of the community.” 
 
And the prophets then set up an ideal – a Davidic Messiah who would indeed rescue 
the people and lead with justice.  
 
It is these ideals that shaped the first century expectations of John the Baptizer and 
of Jesus. Ideals that they did not and could not live up to. For theirs was a radically 
different way. 

 
 
The gospel reading actually turns this notion of leadership as “rescue” on its head.  
 
We see Jesus collaborating with his disciples. Coaching them to do the work.  
He did not act alone as the all-powerful leader of a people.  
He gathered friends and they worked together.  
 
We read: “The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and 
taught”.  
 
Jesus was inspiring a ground swell of action. He gathered them to work, to rest, to 
pray, to eat together and have conversations out of which creative action could 
emerge.  
 
Friends, leadership is important – but leadership at its best inspires us all to do a piece 
of the work.  
 
 
Two important reflections of leadership:  
 

(1) The first from business scholar and psychiatrist: Marty Linsky and Ronald Heifetz:  
 

“Leaders gain credibility and authority in their career by demonstrating their capacity 
to take other people’s problems off their shoulders and give them back solutions. 
The pattern begins early in school as children receive positive reinforcement for 
finding the answers, and continues throughout life as we become an increasingly 
responsible adult. All of this is a virtue, until you find yourself facing the work of 



change. Because change requires people to adapt from their enduring patterns and 
habits.  
At these times, all the problem solving habits and sense of competence of leaders 
get thrown out of kilter because the situation calls for mobilizing the work or others 
rather than the leader knowing the way.”  
 
(2) The second an observation by Brene Brown, social science researcher on shame 

and vulnerability:  
 
She imagines leadership as being the courage of people to show up and make 
their contribution, that only they can make on the floor of the arena. 
 
And then she says: 
 
“[There are also] A lot of cheap seats in the arena filled with people who never 
venture onto the floor. They just hurl mean-spirited criticisms and put-downs 
from a safe distance.” 

 
 
The work to do is ours collectively.  
 
Friends at St Catherine’s, we have engaged in the best of the Anglican way – and 
collectively discussed and discerned some significant changes at St Catherine’s starting 
in the Fall.  

- One of them being two services, one to meet needs for traditional nurture and 
worship.  

- And One that makes space for individuals who may be in Bonhoeffers religionless 
Christian category. 

 
As Bonhoeffer, a theologian and pastor in the midst of Nazi Germany, reflects on a 
Christianity that led to anti-Semitism, he is concerned about religion that abuses power 
and only makes room for the privileged. 
 
 
The work he imagined, is our work to imagine together also. 
 
Not only leaders, but all of us.  
What is your part in this creative work before us?  
How will we do this together?  
 
Change evokes different responses in us.  
 
 



Some of us might feel we have a leash around our necks and we are being pulled onto 
territory we do not like. So we freeze, or resist. 
 
Some of us might feel energized by new vision and lead the charge, pulling others 
along with vigour. 
 
This work before us, is the work of the global church.  
We are at a pivot in Christianity.  
 

- Post modernism has deconstructive the parts of the Judaeo-Christian way that 
led to toxicity and oppression (judgemental angry God, exclusivism, oppressive, 
perfection) 

- But there is always new way that continues to emerge, one that draws on 
resurrection principles:  movements from death to life,  

- Recovering the narratives of Love that cracks culture open;  
- Rediscovering the beauty of the Jesus Narrative. 

 
 
In 18th century Hymn writer, Dorothy Thrupps words:  
 
“Savior, like a shepherd lead us, 
Much we need Thy tender care; 
In Thy pleasant pastures feed us, 
For our use Thy folds prepare” 
Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 


