
Sermon - November 9, 2025 
 

 Today is a festival day in the life of the Moravian Church worldwide. So, think Unitas Fratrum, 

Unity of the Brethren, worldwide congregation. We are celebrating today the Festival of the Chief Elder. 

In our denomination we do not have one human head executive over our church. But back in 1741 we 

looked to God to be that. When we were founded in the 1400s, and then got the community of Herrnhut 

going in Germany in the early 1700s, we originally did have one human as the head of the church. A 

Chief Elder who was to oversee the community, to oversee the missions of the church; to make sure that 

we were staying in community with one another and doing what God asked us to do: living out our 

Brotherly Agreement, living out loving God with all that we are, and loving our neighbor as ourself. 

Christ's law.  

 But in the early in the mid-1700s, in 1741, the Chief Elder was beginning to feel overwhelmed, 

because the church was no longer just in Herrnhut or in Germany or in Europe. The Moravian missions 

that had begun in the late 1720s had started to spread the church worldwide. Because of that it felt, to that 

person, there was more there than one person could do; and so, he asked to step down. So, the church had, 

what we call in our denomination, a synod; which is representatives from congregations and pastors 

looking to God to guide how we should live out our faith in God. As a part of that, they were trying to 

elect another chief elder for our church to be able to help us live out our faith. And name after name 

would come up. The way that they would affirm that this was the person God chose is, at that point in 

time, they would use a device called "the lot". The lot was a box that had three pieces of paper in it. One 

had a piece of scripture that said, "Yes, I affirm this decision." One piece of paper that had a scripture on it 

that says, "No, this is not what I want for you." And a third piece of paper that was completely blank, 

which was an indication that we were not ready to make the decision. That we needed to wait a little 

longer. So, name after name came up. Name after name went before the lot. Name after name was 

declined. After much prayer and reflection and study, finally someone says, "Surely Christ himself would 

be willing to be head of our church." Christ's name was put to the lot and was affirmed, and on September 

16th Christ was elected as the Chief Elder of our church.  

 Today's not September 16th. In the 1740s communication was not what it is today. You couldn't 

just text someone and instantaneously they would know what the decision would be. But, wanting the 

whole body of the church to get the news all at the same time, they sent word to every congregation and 

they designated November 13th as the day that it would be announced in all congregations around the 

world in the Moravian Church, that Jesus Christ had been elected as our new Chief Elder.  

 So, we celebrate both of those days. On September 16th clergy gather together to have what's 

called a Cup of Covenant to recommit themselves to the work and to the ordination vows that they have 

made in ministry. But on the Sunday closest to November 13th, we celebrate our Chief Elder and God's 

willingness to lead us as a church.  

 The scripture lessons that we have today aren't what we usually follow in our three-year lectionary 

cycle. We set those aside for today. But these are scriptures that the denomination has chosen to help us 

understand what it means to follow Christ as our Chief Elder. The thread, if you listen to all three (the Old 

Testament, the New Testament, the Gospel), points to the leadership of Christ. Not necessarily the saving 

work, the dying for our sins, the always being there for forgiveness; but the one who shows us and guides 

us on how we are to be as individuals and as a community of believers. We look to Christ as our leader, 

and we know that when we do that we are looking to God.  

 The scriptures, that we have today, kind of point to the dichotomy and the flawed human nature of 

even those with the best intentions for God's people. Ezekiel talks from the point of God. This is a prophet 

speaking God's word, "For thus says the Lord God...". That's how you know it's a prophet, “For thus says 

the Lord God...", and then speaks for God in God's voice. "I myself...", that’s not Ezekiel, that's Ezekiel 

speaking on God's behalf. God Godself will search for the sheep...will sort them out. “As shepherds sort 

out their flocks when they are among [the] scattered sheep..."  

Like I said with the children, shepherds in those days, believe it or not, were actually considered 



very, very low class. They were ne'er do wells in society because all they did was hang out with sheep, but 

they would often bring their flocks together. When it was time to leave each shepherd would go, and they 

would call out for their sheep and only their sheep would come. That's how they would sort their sheep 

out. The sheep would know the voice of the shepherd. Jesus picked up that imagery as he talks about the 

gate and the sheepfold. In both Ezekiel and in our gospel lesson from John it talks about God being the 

one to do things. That God is the leader, and Jesus takes it that step further and says that anybody who 

tries to come into this leadership role is a thief and a bandit.  

The image of shepherd, as you see in Ezekiel, and it continued through Jesus’ day, was an image 

that was also used for the leader of God's people. Even though shepherds themselves were considered low 

the imagery of a shepherd was considered something that we look to and that we considered kings in 

society as shepherds, leaders as shepherds. Jesus puts it out there that if he is the gate and that God is the 

shepherd and that there is a good shepherd; because Jesus, in the next verse after the one we have this 

morning, in John talks about being the good shepherd that would lead us to believe that there are bad 

shepherds out there. Jesus helps us understand who those bad shepherds can be.  

"The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it 

abundantly." The bad shepherds were the ones that were only in it for themselves, using their position to 

gain as much as they could gain without caring for the very ones that they were to care for. Jesus, as the 

gate, as the good shepherd, is the one that searches; is the one that meets us where we are; is the one that 

does everything that the shepherd, told about in Ezekiel, does: binds the wounds, searches for the lost, 

rescues those that are in danger. Jesus did all that.  

 Even when God tried to put a human in a leadership position the human failed. "I will set up over 

them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them; he shall feed them and be their shepherd." 

This is at the start of David's reign. If you read the New Testament, you find out very quickly David is 

very flawed. David was an adulterer. David became a murderer, and yet God still used David. God sent 

prophets to remind David of who he was and what he was to do. God sent Jesus, and in a lot of ways 

Jesus was a prophet speaking to the leadership to remind them of who they were and what God wanted 

them to do. But sometimes they failed; and sometimes we fail; but God never fails. God's voice is still 

there speaking to us. God's love is still there reminding us of whose we are, and of what we are called to 

do. In God we have life. We have life abundantly because we have a life of relationship, a life of love, a 

life in community.  

In a society that has become so individualistic we have an epidemic of depression, of loneliness. I 

wonder of that's because we are trying to do things on our own all the time? We were created by a god 

that calls us into community, that invites us and wants us to be a part of the fold. That seeks out the lost, 

the individual sheep, leaving 99 to get the one to bring the one back in to community. In community we 

find our life and our abundance.  

We have so many voices in our world vying for our attention, trying to tell us who we should be, 

how we should live, what we should do; the thieves and bandits in our lives. But we also have a God who 

still speaks, a God who still leads us in the way that we can go and are called to go. A way of life and 

abundance. We often think of eternal life as that thing we get once we die, but God invites us into eternity 

here and now. It's not something we have to wait for. It's an invitation to live in God's way starting now 

and through to the next life. God's presence, God's voice, God's leadership is there for us today, now, and 

into the future. We claim that with the words that are in front of us, the words that are usually around a 

Moravian seal, "Our Lamb has conquered, let us follow Him." The voice of our shepherd still speaks. 

What are we doing to make sure that we're hearing and not just hear it? What are we doing to listen to 

God's voice? 

 Let us pray. Good and Gracious God, as we celebrate your leadership of our church and of our 

communities and of our own lives, we thank you that you still speak to us. We thank you for the 

opportunity this morning to remember your leadership. Be with us today as you have always been with 

your people. Open our hearts and minds to hear your voice and give us the courage to follow in your way. 

For we pray this in and through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


