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[bookmark: _Hlk187746951][bookmark: _Hlk174892697][bookmark: _Hlk207447118]One of my favourite short walks is on Duffield Chevin, along the ridge from Hazelwood and Farnah Green, with its views over beautiful Belper, originally known as Beaurepaire, meaning beautiful retreat, and across the Derwent Valley to the far ridges beyond. There are three fascinating facts you may not know about Duffield Chevin: firstly that the track across the top of the ridge was originally a 1st century Roman road, built to transport lead ore from the mining sites around Wirksworth to the major transport artery of Ryknield Street; secondly that the large depression at the start of the walk is in fact a 20th century WW2 bomb crater which fortunately missed its intended target of Belper and now provides a secluded spot for local youths to camp out and illicitly consume; and thirdly that the stone enclosure adjacent to the Firestone car parking is in fact a 13th century pinfold, a walled pound used to hold errant stray or illegally grazing livestock until their owners paid a fee to release them, because in the days before land enclosure, wandering animals could, and often did do considerable damage to the crops of a settlement.
Pinfolds and all that goes with them are an alien concept to me, a city boy, born in the shadow of the steelworks of Glasgow, raised alongside the chemical industries of Teesside, now residing for the last 50 years in the secluded suburbs of Derby. Yes, I enjoy walking in the countryside, albeit never overjoyed to encounter a field of frisky cows or inquisitive bullocks. Sheep I can cope with: they either ignore you, stare at you or amble off from you. In fact, the only negative encounter with sheep I can recall is staying in a Scottish holiday cottage when the farmer, for some unknown reason, separated the sheep from the lambs, whereupon both parties spent the whole night incessantly calling for each other.
The hearers of the parables of Jesus were of a rural background, so parables relating that background to the gospel message would fall on fertile soil. The growth of the Kingdom was compared to the scattering of the seed on the land; the coming of the spirit to the blowing of a strong wind; the promise of new life in Christ linked to the trust of the sheep in the protection of the shepherd and the security of the pinfold. 
[bookmark: _Hlk227567349]Today, the 4th Sunday of Easter is sometimes colloquially known as "Good Shepherd Sunday". Invariably accompanied by the singing of Psalm 23, across the various lectionary years, it features gospel readings about shepherds. Today in lectionary year A, the passage from John’s gospel focuses on the shepherd as the pindar, the gatekeeper of the pinfold who calls and leads the sheep to it, next year in year B ,we will hear about the contrast between the hired hand who runs away at the first sign of danger with the shepherd who defends his flock even at the cost of his life, and in year C, about the sheep hearing the shepherd's voice, being known by him, and being prepared to follow him. All these readings relate to God's providential care seen in Christ, the Good Shepherd who provides all that we may want, who offers us guidance, protection, presence, and assurance. But these bucolic images of apparently idyllic rural life are brought into sharp focus by an awareness of the costly price paid by the shepherd for such protection.
Today we are offered the image of thieves seeking to enter the fold, not by the gate but over the wall. They represent those who surreptitiously try to gain control of the flock, who try to “fleece” it by manipulating the unwary for personal gain, power, or prestige. In contrast, the gospel offers us the image of Jesus as the caring shepherd who stands on the close relationship he has developed with his flock, a relationship of experience and trust, so that they know his true voice, obey his clear commands, and can follow his unerring call. 
Then we are offered the image of Jesus as the ‘gate’: the way to safety and security within the fold, a gateway through which an invitation is offered, a way opened to nurture, salvation and security of life granted to all who will pass through. And notice that this invitation is not restricted: it is open to all. There is no threat of division between ‘good’ sheep and ‘bad’ sheep, no suggestion that false leaders or prophets can succeed in splitting off and fracturing the flock, no doubt that the shepherd’s protection, care, and guidance are there for all. For this is Jesus, the Good Shepherd, who will lay down his life for the sheep.
For me however, this morning’s gospel reading inexplicably ends at verse 10. Powerful though this is with its promise that “I came that they may have life and have it in all its fullness”, it is verse 11 which then provides the climax and crux of all this. Jesus says “I am the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”. In 1st century Palestine this was no idle boast; it was an occupational requirement. The shepherd was central to the rural economy, the husbander of a critical resource which provided clothing of wool and skin, food of milk and butter, cheese and meat, to say nothing of rams’ horns as flasks for oil or even to use as trumpets. The shepherd was required to be skilful in his knowledge of the contours of the countryside, in his shepherding techniques involving only rod and staff, sling and stone. No quad bikes, not even sheepdogs to assist. If you wanted to call back an errant sheep, you fitted a stone in your sling and projected it to land just before the nose of the straying sheep.
To the good shepherd, the sheep were more than a livelihood, they became close companions. The shepherd’s preparedness to sacrifice his own life thus makes possible the return of the wayward sheep who have mindlessly wandered away from the protection of “the shepherd and guardian of your souls” as our Epistle from Peter reminds us. 
For the good shepherd it becomes second nature to think of those entrusted to your care first, to risk your life in their defence no matter what the personal cost. So the metaphor of the good shepherd becomes a wider image for the good leadership and good governance so often sadly lacking in our world today. Of this, it has been said that “leadership isn’t intellect or bravery, it is accountability: it is not abandoning your people at the most dangerous time in the battle for no other reason than to save your own skin”. Leaders, like shepherds, must above all be accountable for all those entrusted to their care.
In the same way that the Palestinian shepherd went ahead of his flock (not behind it) to see that the path was clear of danger, free of risks so that the sheep were safe to follow, and remained accountable for them all no matter what might transpire, so that all could trust in their security, we too are called to follow Christ the Good Shepherd through the valley of the shadow, be it the shadow of war, terrorism, economic adversity or personal tragedy, secure in the knowledge that he died for us, and rose again for us, and remains with us always, even to the end of time.


The Revd Dr Alan Flintham
Cathedral Chaplain Emeritus
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