Sermon 4-13-08
4th Sunday of Easter

John 10:1-10

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

The pastor of a suburban parish was speaking to the Sunday school kids. He told them that as the pastor he was like a shepherd and the members of his congregation were the sheep. He then put this question to them: "What does the shepherd do for the sheep?" A little fellow in the front row raised his hands and answered, "He fleeces them."
I thought a little preacher humor might be good for us this morning as the on-going wait for spring continues.

Today is good shepherd Sunday and as important an image of Jesus as the good shepherd of the sheep is to us – it is not really an image that is part of our daily lives.
The closest most of us come to sheep is the wool clothing we are still wearing in the middle of April.
It is an unflattering biblical image – as idyllic as it may seem to us; this image of God’s people as sheep.

But there is truth in it and the people to whom these words were first spoken would know and understand the kind of language Jesus was using. 
· “Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. 

· The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 

· The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. 

· He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 

· When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.

There seems to be a lot of activity around the gate of the sheepfold. It is a place of transition – of comings and goings.

It is a place of change and it is a point of contact between the safety of the sheepfold and the danger outside the sheepfold.

It is a point of contact between the shepherd, whose job it is to protect the sheep, and the thieves, who come to steal and kill and destroy. 

It is a reminder to me that faith is not lived out in a shelter but is always in contact with the outside world.
There is coming and going at the gate – notice that when the shepherd enters the sheepfold - he speaks.

He has something to say.
He is the one giving direction. 
He is the one leading. 

He is the one who calls the sheep by name and they hear his voice.

They listen to his voice and he leads them out of the sheepfold and into the world and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. They trust his voice.
I think it is much easer to listen to the voice of the shepherd when we are in the sheepfold – when we are in the safety of a protected place.
I think it is much easier to listen to the voice of the shepherd when I am surrounded by others of the same flock - the same fold.

You may have noticed in the reading from the book of Acts this morning the very strong sense of community that was demonstrated by the earliest of Jesus’ followers and the things they did in order to listen to the shepherd’s voice.

They devoted themselves to the apostle’s teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayers.

They held all things in common and day by day, they spent much time together in the temple. They would also sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.
I wonder if this is what Jesus means when he speaks about abundant life.
This may sound like too much of a good thing to us but these first Christians found joy and life in each other and survived and yes, even thrived in a world that was hostile to their message that Jesus was the Christ. That he was alive.

Their lives were re-oriented in a new way because he was in relationship with them and his presence gave them life – life together as a community – abundant life.
And frankly, I don’t think it is any different for you and me today. 

In fact I would argue that we need each other as much today as the earliest Christians needed each other. 
There are so many things that isolate us from one another and wreck havoc in our relationship with ourselves – with others and with Jesus. The thief is still right outside the sheep gate and still seeks to steal and kill and destroy.
Each one of us here this morning has a name for it – that which steals and destroys the things that make for life and joy.
· It is different for each one of us and yet it is the same.
· It creates a different kind of tension and fear for each one of us.

· It creates a different kind of anxiety in each of our lives and as a result – it is much harder to listen to and hear the voice of the shepherd.
· There are even some for whom the voice of the shepherd is no longer heard.
We know all too well what Jesus means when he says that the thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy – this is anything that draws us away from the community and the voice of the shepherd.
Anything that gets in the way of the relationship we have been given with the good shepherd. 
 He promises life – abundant life.
· Life that is found and experienced in community.

· Life that is found and experienced in the hearing of the Word.

· Life that is found in the breaking of the bread and in prayer.

· Life that is found in the common good and the shared joy of giving away possessions and goods to those in need.
This is what it looks like and this is how it is lived out. The sheep gate can be anywhere because it is simply a point of contact between the comings and the going of the sheep and the good shepherd. 

And this is the promise and the reason we need not fear.

He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. It is the voice of abundance – the voice of life – the voice of the good shepherd.
Thanks be to God.

Amen

1“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. 2The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” 6Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them.

7So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. 8All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. 9I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. 10The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.

