A Familiar Voice

John 10:1-10
Now I don’t know much about sheep and shepherds and sheepfolds.  But I do know that Jesus has a way with sheep which wasn’t like the experience I had with them.


While growing up in Ohio, I spent a few summers going to an educational farm called Long Branch Farm.  The farm was run by an organization called the Cincinnati Nature Center.  I went to Long Branch Farm for a week-long summer camp with other kids my age, and we got to learn how a farm worked and help out with chores that needed to get done.  There were gardens that I helped dig, plant, weed, water, and harvest.  There were cattle, horses, goats, chickens, and rabbits that we fed and watered.  There were arts and crafts and games.  And then there were the sheep.


The sheepfold—the fenced-in area for the sheep—was located at the far end of the farm.  One of the camp counselors followed by the other kids in my group and I walked out to the sheep pen to give them their food and water.  All of us kids were bursting with enthusiasm because we’d been told we were actually going to climb into the sheep pen, each get to pick out a sheep, slide a halter over their nose, and lead them up to the show barn.  Once we led them to the show barn and tied up the loose end of the rope attached to their halter, we would brush their thick wool coats.  Afterwards, we’d take them back to their pen.  This was all really exciting for kids who didn’t grow up with sheep.

The sheep, however, didn’t share our enthusiasm.  They weren’t nearly as thrilled about our plan as we were.  At first, they perked up and trotted toward their feeding trough when we poured them their food and water.  They loved to eat and didn’t seem to mind who brought them their food as long as they were fed.  But the problem was this: the sheep really didn’t know what to make of us kids, especially when we climbed into their pen with them.  We were more than they could handle.  

As I stood in the sheep pen summer after summer, I hadn’t yet thought of Jesus’ words about sheep, when he says: “They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.”  Though that’s what the sheep did.  They backed away from us with a flash of fear in their eyes.  Some even took to running in the other direction.  We knew we were not supposed to run after them.  And so we continued to slowly walk toward our favorite sheep, eagerly calling out to them, trying to get close enough to gently but firmly hold them still while sliding the halter on.

It wasn’t going well.  There we were: A group of children in a sheep pen calling out in a chorus of: “Come here; it’s okay.” to a bunch of scared and confused sheep.  Calling, calling, calling.  Yet the sheep heard no familiar voice—no voice they recognized and trusted enough to follow.  There were too many voices calling out to them all at once, unrecognizable, unfamiliar voices—voices threatening to take them away from the familiar fold.

Can you relate to those sheep?  
I bet if we have a hard time imagining ourselves as sheep—as Jesus imagines us—it’s because we haven’t stopped to consider all the voices that call out to us from day to day.  All the voices on television, in music, in video games, on the Internet, on our fancy phones, and in relationships that disappoint—voices that promise you greener pastures, a life of fulfillment, but then don’t deliver.  All the voices that tell you if only you wore the right clothes, looked younger, lived longer, were smarter, had more money, had the latest gadget, had the perfect career, had everything under control, only took care of yourself, and did whatever you wanted whenever you wanted, then your life would be worth it, then you’d be fulfilled.  
All those voices that call out to you in so many different ways, pretending to know who you are, pretending to call you by name, but never once living up to all they promise.  Never once bringing you the fulfillment they promise.  “For anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit.”
Indeed, we’re more like those sheep than we’d like to admit.  For hidden beneath the appearance that we have everything under control, can take care of ourselves, and can find the fulfillment we’re looking for, we are huddled together like those sheep.  We are afraid, confused, angry, disappointed, and hurt—unable to hear the familiar voice you long to hear and separated from him who calls you by name.
But even though you’re a scared sheep underneath it all, realize that you already have a shepherd who’s still on speaking terms with you.  You have a shepherd who “calls his own sheep by name and leads them out,” [who] “goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.”  Jesus keeps calling out to you in a voice that grows more and more familiar.  He’s already saved you from everything that would otherwise steal, kill, and destroy the life he’s given you.  And he doesn’t stop there.  He tells us, “I came that [you] may have life, and have it abundantly.”  Jesus your shepherd leads you to the abundant life he promises, a life that is already yours, a life that we don’t yet see in all its fullness, but now only in part.  
Whenever Jesus calls out to us—indeed, speaks to us—we live more abundantly as he promises.  When you’re set free from a heavy burden of guilt and shame through hearing the words that God has forgiven you, you live more abundantly.  When you hear someone pray for you to heal and then through the power of their prayers you come to trust God as your source of strength and hope, you live more abundantly.  When you hear a child share her desire to be like Jesus and serve people in need because of the example you’ve set for her, you live more abundantly.  And when you discuss with others how your faith has formed who you are and grow confident in openly sharing what God is doing in your life, you live more abundantly.  This abundant life that Jesus promises comes in countless other ways, whenever he’s calling out to us, his sheep.
You see, all it takes is a familiar voice calling out to us, the voice of Jesus, calling us by name, and leading us to more abundant life.  

After all, Jesus has a way with sheep that the other kids and I didn’t have during those summers at the farm.  We did eventually get the sheep in their halters, led them up to the show barn, brushed them, and brought them back again to their pen.  And as the week went on, the sheep wouldn’t run from us or back away and instead stood still long enough for us to slide their halters on without a fight.  But it was all a far cry from Jesus who is the shepherd of our lives, who knows us by name, and whose voice grows more familiar the more we hear it.  It’s the voice of Jesus that leads us to life worth living, the only abundant life there is.  Amen.
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