SEATTLE MENNONITE CHURCH

Fourth Sunday of Easter, April 21, 2002

Sermon:  Weldon D. Nisly

TITLE:  Jesus the Good Shepherd calls you by name


  Called by name by the shepherd

THEME:  Easter with the Risen Christ

TEXTS:  Psalm 23

               1 Peter 2: 19-25  

               John 10: 1-10 or 2-4, 7, 9, 10b, 11, 16

Prayer

We come together this holy day to worship you and to hear your Word, O God.  We come with your assurance in the Risen Christ as the Good Shepherd who cares for us, guides us, and calls us by name.  Bring us from all of our places of going astray to your green pastures and still waters so that we may dwell in your presence forever.  Amen.

On not wanting a shepherd – or to be sheep – upsetting the equilibrium

We were traveling south in a bus from Tiberias, on the Sea of Galilee down to Jericho.  Part of the way the road followed the Jordan River, at other places it wandered through the rugged wilderness of Palestine.  These are ancient and modern hills, a Holy Land, whose ground holds the blood of too many victims across the ages, as it does in these tragic days again.  It is as if God’s eternal presence in this Holy Land is nonexistent.  

Here in these hills I saw my first real shepherd.  Here was a nomadic shepherd with weathered face, flowing robes, and gnarled staff, herding a flock of sheep on theses hallowed hills.  It was a striking paradoxical portrait of time 20 centuries apart.  Were Marg and I walking these hills with Jesus in the first century or were we riding a bus in the twentieth century?  Unmistakably here was a real shepherd.

Oh yes, I grew up on the good earth of Iowa farmland, where we milked cows, raised turkeys, chickens, pigs, corn, AND sheep.  In the fall my father would buy hundreds of lambs to graze the harvested cornfields and get fat on the corn missed by the picker.  They could only be left in the fields during the day, otherwise they would eat until they bloated and died.  In the evening my brothers and I called the sheep and gave them hay and straw for a night of safety in the sheep barn. 

We never thought of ourselves as shepherds.  And I never liked being compared to sheep.  A sheep is not an animal I identify with very readily.  Sheep are considered to be “dumb” animals – too docile, too much “baaaing” and too blindly following the leader.  

While we may quarrel with being compared to sheep, we cannot quarrel with the vivid  biblical image of Jesus the Good Shepherd.
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Jesus the Good Shepherd – John 10 – surveying the biblical image

On this fourth Sunday of Easter, the biblical story clearly puts Jesus in the role of shepherd.  In John 10, Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd.”

This image of Jesus as the good shepherd is one of the most common ones in Christian imagination.  There are countless popular pictures of Jesus as a shepherd with a staff leading a flock or a lamb carried over his shoulders.  This picture of Jesus as the good shepherd is an important identification for the community that gathers around Jesus.  Perhaps we don’t take easily to being identified as sheep.  But Jesus is the shepherd who cares for us and calls us by name.  


As in the real life of a shepherd and flock of sheep, the sheep follow the shepherd for good reason.  “The sheep hear the voice of the shepherd who calls them by name and leads them out” and leads them home.  

It’s true.  Sheep will only follow the voice they know and trust – the voice who calls them by name.  This is supposed to be true in a community of faith as well.  We follow the true shepherd’s voice and respond to being called by name in faith.  In faith to the true shepherd we refuse to follow a false shepherd.  At least that is our desire if we are faithful to the good shepherd.  (Aelred Rosser, Workbook for Lectors, 2002, p. 154)

Listening to Jesus’ voice and being called by name is the source of our unity.  By taking Jesus as its point of identification with God, the community receives abundant life. (read v. 10).  (Gail R. O’Day, John, NIB, p. 672)

In this vivid John text, Jesus is not only the point of identification with God, as the good shepherd.  Here Jesus also offers another “I am” image for our imagination of faith.  Jesus says, “I am the gate for the sheep” (v. 7).   Jesus as the gate is our means of entry or access to God.

This image of Jesus as gate is also important in this text.  The gate and the good shepherd images must be held together.  When we hear only the shepherd image for Jesus in this text, the temptation of interpretation has been to overlay the shepherd image upon the people, the church, specifically the pastor or leaders of the church.  A common interpretation is that Jesus is the model shepherd and, therefore, is the model of the good pastor caring and leading the church.  

A new hearing arose for me in this John 10 text this week.  Nowhere does Jesus identify any of us in any role as Jesus’ followers with the role of the good shepherd.  We are all only sheep!  Is that comforting or disconcerting?  Perhaps some of both.
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Jesus as shepherd and gate – clue to resolution

John is speaking to a beloved community late in the first century CE.  John is writing this image-laden Gospel about Jesus some 60 years after Jesus’ lived on earth.  John wants his beloved community to hear these images of Jesus as the shepherd and gateway to God held together so they grow in faithfulness following Jesus.  

John’s community hears one further challenge in Jesus’ words:   

“I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.

I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. 

There will be one flock, one shepherd.” Verse 16.

There is not consensus among biblical scholars about whether Jesus’ words that there are “other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice” refers to other Christian groups or perhaps even other faiths.  (J. Clinton McCann, Jr., Psalms, NIB, Psalm 23, p. 771).

John wants his beloved community to know that Jesus is offering an inclusive rather than exclusive gift.  As John says earlier in the Gospel, “God so loved the world – the cosmos – that God sent Jesus into the world” to live and die and rise again to new life so that we may have life to the fullest.

The Lord is my Shepherd – Psalm 23 as the Good News

The following draws on the commentary of J. Clinton McCann, Jr., Psalms, NIB, Psalm 23.

John does not stand alone in his depiction of the Good Shepherd.  One of the most familiar words in the Bible, and certainly the most familiar Psalm is rooted in the shepherd image.  This, of course, is the 23rd Psalm.

“The Lord is my Shepherd” are among the most reassuring words ever uttered.  They have been recited at countless funerals to comfort those who mourn and give assurance that there is a God beneath, beyond, and within our loss and grief.

Our assurance that the “Lord is my Shepherd” leads to a further assurance: “I shall not want.” A more accurate translation is “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall lack nothing.”  

This is not a Psalm promising us everything we ever wanted.  Nor is it a Psalm promising a life of peaceful tranquility.  We are assured that the shepherd will lead us to “green pastures” and “still waters” and be there as guard and guide in whatever danger arises.
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The shepherd “leads me on the right path” and “restores my soul” giving me life.  

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; 

for you are with me; your rod and your staff-- they comfort me.  (Verse 4)                                                                 

The rod and staff are symbols of a shepherds crook to rescue the wayward and stranded sheep.  They are also symbols of royal authority and rule as a “scepter” (Gen. 49: 10; Ps. 45:6; Isa. 14:5). 

This is followed by the Psalmists gratitude that,

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 

you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.

Here is a grand image and foretaste of the Lord’s Supper, a heavenly banquet, a Eucharist feast for the community of faith in God’s grand economy.  Be assured that God, the Economist, is not a capitalist.  God is the provider overcoming scarcity in God’s household.  

The Psalm ends with the commitment to “dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”  

Here we are led beyond the personal to the communal life together -- as a flock of sheep who together know the shepherd’s voice .

Isaac Watts wrote the great hymn on the 23rd Psalm which we sang earlier in worship.  The third stanza is a summary of what it means to live with the Good Shepherd.

The sure provisions of my God attend me all my days;

Oh, may thy house be mine abode, and all my works be praise.

There would I find a settled rest, while others go and come,

No more a stranger, nor a guest, but like a child at home.

We are called by name – the way now and always before us

A year ago at St John’s Abbey, Marg and I enjoyed a John McCutcheon concert (4/28).

One of the moving songs he sang was “Calling All the Children Home.”  

Ken thought of this song in Cuba and sent an e-mail asking if the Folk Group could sing it in this worship.  Listen this song as a personal and communal and global call by the Good Shepherd calling us by name.

An old Gospel hymn, “softly and tenderly Jesus is calling” (Hymnal # 491), also tells us we are called by name.

Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling, calling for you and for me….

Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling, “O Sinner come home!”

John 10: 2-4, 7, 9, 10b, 11, 16

Jesus said to the disciples,

“I am the good shepherd.

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, because they know his voice.”

Jesus said to them,

“Very truly, I tell you,

I am the gate.

Whoever enters by me will be saved,

and will come in and go out and find pasture.

I am the good shepherd.

I know my own, and my own know me,

just as the Father knows me and I know the Father.

and I lay down my life for the sheep.

“I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.

I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.

There will be one flock, one shepherd.”

Psalm 23: 1-6

The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures; 

he leads me beside still waters; 

he restores my soul. 

He leads me in right paths for his name's sake. 

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; 

for you are with me; 

your rod and your staff -- they comfort me. 

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 

you anoint my head with oil; 

my cup overflows. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, 

and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my whole  life long. 

1 Peter 2: 24-25….Receive the promise of Peter in his first book to the church, using words from the prophet Isaiah (adapted):

Christ bore your sin….on the cross, so that,  free from sins, you might live for

righteousness; by Jesus’ wounds you have been healed. For you were going astray

like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.

Amen. Go in peace. 

