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 Looking at this text, I couldn’t stop humming the chorus from Handel’s Messiah, All We 

Like Sheep. The text itself is Isaiah 53:6, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned to 

our own way, and Lord laid on him the iniquity of us all.” It is part of one of the four servant 

songs in Isaiah. We heard it recently in the final reading of the Tenebrae service. 

 Jesus referred to himself metaphorically as a shepherd. He would protect his flock from 

the approaching wolf, unlike the hired hand who would run away. As the good shepherd, he 

knows each one in the flock. He will also lay down his life for his flock, a foreshadowing of his 

death. 

 Combine Isaiah and the shepherd metaphor and I can’t help but to see sheep going in all 

different directions and a shepherd trying to coax them to come together to become a more 

manageable flock. That’s the image I have of where we’re at in this country. We’re sheep 

wandering about the field without any real direction.  

 I attribute this wandering to post-modernism, a late 20
th

 century philosophical perspective 

that questions the truth’s authority and favors relativism over absolutism. Thus, it challenges 

generally accepted ideology, which undermines assumptions that form political decisions and 

economic practices. Though post-modernism doesn’t question science as fact, it does question if 

science and technology are appropriate determinates for measuring human progress. At the risk 

of further simplifying a dense and difficult concept, post-modernism sees much of what we 

accept as truth and authority as social constructs. 



 Lest we think post-modernism is irrelevant to the church, we can’t be more wrong. 

Liberation theology, which has been around for more than 50 years, maintains that theology 

emerges from the lives of people. In other words, the theology promulgated by white, western 

first world theologians, typically men, does not resonate with people who have struggled in the 

underclass. For instance, we accept the story of Israel establishing a great nation in Canaan as 

liberation. However, for indigenous Americans, that same story is a story of oppression. Same 

story, different perceptions. 

 Post-modernism touches almost every aspect of our lives, whether we know it or not. 

Last summer’s study of anti-racism exposed the extent white privilege permeates practically 

every institution we know. Recognizing white privilege shifts institutional paradigms, such as 

policing, housing, and even medical care, which challenges institutional stability. 

 Post-modernism undermines an institution’s ideological assumptions. It forces us to re-

examine assumptions which we have always taken for granted. Consequently, if what we have 

always understood isn’t ‘right,’ then what is ‘right?’ Certainly, what is ‘right’ is not immediately 

clear and takes a lot of work to figure it out. Meanwhile, we wander around, kind of like sheep 

gone astray. 

 Ideology, however, does change over time. It changes in response to context and 

circumstances. Those changes, however, don’t challenge or undermine the ideology because the 

people with authority to change it are the people who control it. They will change ideology to the 

extent they feel comfortable with the change. It’s destabilized when the ideology is questioned 

and challenged by people who have little or no control over it, most likely communities of color, 

LGBTQ people, immigrants, economically disadvantaged, and even a different generation. 



Ideological change points to ideology as a social construct. Thus, the contextual and 

circumstantial changes prove post-modernism.  

 An obvious course to keep sheep from wandering and assert control is authoritarianism.  

Questions and dissent are banned because the ideology has proven itself over time. It has kept 

the peace. Furthermore, what certainty do we have if we dramatically change the institution’s 

ideological underpinnings? 

 The answer, there is no certainty. That’s the hard question facing post-modernism. If 

everything is relative, then what do we have that’s absolute? What can we trust? 

 Paradoxically, as people of faith, we trust God. As Christians, specifically, we trust Jesus. 

He took God’s laws and opened them in new ways for people to forge the beloved community. 

His ministry gave people a glimpse of the kingdom of God. Furthermore, he powerfully 

demonstrated that real leadership is servanthood, which comes from humility. One cannot be any 

more humble than to be the good shepherd who is willing to die to protect his flock. 

 Controlling ideology controls institutional outcomes. Post-modernism exposes control as 

an illusion. There is no such thing as real control. There is no such thing as absolute certainty. 

We, then, rely upon Jesus to be the shepherd to keep us from going astray.  

 There are immutable truths that are not social constructs: kindness, compassion, humility, 

patience, love, generosity, gratitude, and responsibility. These are behaviors. This is Jesus. This 

is the good shepherd. This is how we should be. 

    

  


