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 Every year on this fourth Sunday of Easter, our gospel lesson is taken from the tenth chapter of 

John, in which Jesus describes himself as the Good Shepherd.  During one year we hear the beginning 

portion in which Jesus contrasts the shepherd and the thief, with the shepherd entering by the gate 

and leading out his sheep who follow his voice. In another year, we hear the portion of the chapter in 

which Jesus describes the “good shepherd,” who lays down his life for the sheep, as opposed to the 

hireling, who flees in time of danger. And in this third year, Jesus replies to the religious leaders who 

fail to understand his words, saying their lack of belief comes from not belonging to his flock.  In 

contrast, his sheep, whom the Father has given him, hear his voice and follow, for he and the Father 

are one. 
 

We have heard this metaphor of shepherd and sheep used so often that its original message 

frequently escapes us.  The mental picture it often conjures up in us is one of verdant hills, lush with 

grass and probably some lovely stone walls, a beautiful sea of green dotted with some small wooly 

creatures.   But nothing could be further from the biblical image. For his metaphor of sheep and 

shepherd, Jesus no doubt had in mind the rugged desert wasteland of Palestine, where the shepherd 

was the last defense against the constant threat of danger.  But more that than, we need to recall that 

those who heard Jesus’ words about the sheep hearing his voice and following him knew that Jesus 

was contrasting himself with the “false shepherds of Israel.” 
 

 Unlike the other gospels, John’s Gospel records Jesus having visited Jerusalem on three 

occasions over a period of several years.  And in each visit the tension grows between this young 

rabbi and the religious establishment.  Matthew, Mark and Luke write as if this conflict took place in 

the confines of Holy Week, but I believe that most scholars today prefer John’s chronology. 

 In this morning’s reading, we learn of a visit to the capital in wintertime, on the occasion of the 

Festival of the Dedication.  That is the holiday we know of as Hanukkah.  Hanukkah commemorates 

the uprising of the Maccabean family against the rule of Syria, a revolt that gave Israel a brief period 

of independence some two hundred years before Jesus’ day.  The holiday celebrates the restoration of 

the temple in Jerusalem, which for ancient Jews was the only place where certain sacrifices could be 

made.  If one wanted God’s forgiveness, specific animal sacrifices had to be made in Jerusalem.  Thus, 

the temple held (in Marcus Borg’s words) “an institutional monopoly on access to God.” 

 The setting on the temple grounds during the Feast of the Dedication is significant here.  For 

the Jewish people, the temple was the physical evidence of their relationship to God. And it is at the 

temple, and during the celebration of the temple’s centrality, that Jesus seems to be challenging the 

contemporary leadership of Israel. 

 Some 700 years previously, the prophet Ezekiel laid the groundwork for this challenge.  

Speaking against the corrupt leaders of Israel in his time, Ezekiel labeled these quasi-religious 

politicians as “false shepherds,” and he says, “You shepherds of Israel, who have been feeding yourselves… 

you eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep.  

You have not strengthened the weak; you have not healed the sick; you have not bound up the injured; you 

have not brought back the strayed; you have not sought the lost; but with force and harshness you have ruled 

them.” (Exekiel 34) 
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 When asked to say plainly if he is the Messiah, Jesus replies that his actions should have 

provided all the evidence that anyone would need.  And what were those actions?  Jesus fed the 

hungry, strengthened the weak, and brought back those who were lost.  In words that practically laid 

down the gauntlet in a challenge to the leaders of temple worship, Jesus called to mind the imagery 

of Ezekiel:  “I am the good shepherd… The one who does not own the sheep sees the wolf coming and…runs 

away…because he does not care for the sheep.” 
    

 There is another image for Jesus that we heard in this morning’s readings, another sheep 

image, which also needs to be seen in it true context.  From that strange, final entry in the New 

Testament, the Book of Revelation, we hear the visions of an early Christian mystic and prophet who 

wrote sometime around the end of the first century and who spoke of the “Lamb of God” who “will be 

their shepherd.”  The writer, whose name also was John, (sometimes called John the Divine) was one of 

those Christians who suffered under the horrible persecution inflicted on this religious minority by 

the Roman emperors.  John survived the cruelty of the Emperor Domitian, but he was exiled on a 

small island off Turkey.  From that lonely exile, John wrote coded messages of encouragement to 

seven churches in Asia Minor, words that described his vision of the events of his day as if they were 

a play acted out in heaven. 

 The book known as “The Revelation of John,” actually is a play, a play set in three acts, the 

first of which involved the opening of seven seals that bind God’s great book describing what is 

happening in history.  The only one worthy of opening the seals was the “lamb of God,” Jesus, the one 

whom John describes as the “Lamb who will be their shepherd.’   With the opening of each seal there was 

revealed the calamities and the civil strife that the first century church could easily recognize as 

current events in the world in which they lived. 

 Modern day readers are often confused by the imagery, but really that confusion was 

intentional.  John was writing a subversive denunciation of the Roman Empire, and his message had 

to be written in symbolic code so that its real meaning would be concealed from all but the initiated.  

Directed toward people enduring martyrdom and surrounded by death, John’s play describes the last 

days of a civilization drowning in a sea of violence.  But in its place, the visionary foresaw a new age, 

a future time free from violence and corruption, an age with no war and no death.  He wrote: “They 

will hunger no more, and thirst no more, the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; for the Lamb at 

the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the water of life, and God 

will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 

 This great affirmation in Revelation was intended for people living in fear of the Roman 

Empire.  But what it affirms is relevant for any age, that is, all history, past, present and future, is in 

God’s hands.  And at any point in history, then or now, the dwelling place of God is not somewhere 

far off, but with mortals, with you and me.  

 The people living in the time of John the Divine lived in an age of fear.  Since September 11, 

2001, many Americans have lived in fear.  And today, with the rise of the so-called “Islamic State” 

and random acts of terrorism occurring around the world, our false sense of security has been 

stripped away, and many now live in fear of our newly discovered vulnerability.  For some, that fear 

has translated into a rejection of many of God’s children, people whose religion is different, even 

people who Christianity is different from theirs. 
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 But the Biblical message has always been “Do not live in fear.”  Fear not, this is God’s world.  

And the truth embodied in Christianity is not only that Christ is like God, but that God is like Christ, 

the loving, the compassionate shepherd. 
   

 Perhaps the best known portion of scripture is the 23rd Psalm with its description of God as 

“my shepherd.”  The words of that psalm are so well known to us and so comforting that we can miss 

their meaning.  And perhaps it is good that today we had to read the version from the Book of 

Common Prayer, rather than the more familiar King James. 

 The 23rd Psalm does not say that God will only lead us into bucolic scenes of placid lakes and 

bright green fields.  No, it also talks about walking fearlessly through valleys that are as dark as 

night, places filled with the threat of death.  Yes, the shepherd prepares a table for us; but look 

around, that table is surrounded by those who trouble and threaten us.  And the ‘right paths’ in to 

which he guides us can just as easily be translated as “paths of righteousness,” or “ways of justice,” 

which may not always be comfortable for us.  So, you see, to be the flock of that shepherd, to hear 

and to heed that voice, is not to follow the crowd thoughtlessly, but instead to exhibit radical trust, 

and to follow even when all looks dark, even when our table seems to be set in troubling times. 
    

 Two weeks ago, I returned from a long weekend away and shared with many of you what a 

wonderful time Lynn and I had visiting our daughter in Denver.  What I didn’t share at the time was 

that while we were skiing Lynn took a terrible fall, broke and dislocated her shoulder, and suffered 

severe damage to her radial nerve, leaving her unable to use her left arm.   For the past two weeks, 

we’ve been living in the troubling times of not knowing whether this damage was permanent.  

Fortunately, tests this past Friday seem to indicate that she will eventually get back the use of her 

arm, but we found ourselves walking for awhile in shadowy times. 

 For the past three months, since the end of January, the people who were a part of St. Mark’s 

Church in Ashland have found themselves worshipping in a new place and adapting to a new setting 

in partnership with those who have worshipped in the Church of the Holy Spirit, Plymouth.  The 

Vestry and Bishop’s Committee of these two congregations met this past week with Bishop 

Hirschfeld, and they are inviting all of you to a special two-parish meeting right after the 9:30 service 

two weeks from today on May 1st.  At that meeting we will be discussing the next step forward in our 

newly shared ministry.  For a time beginning this summer, that will involve holding our main 

Sunday services in Ashland, rather than here.   For some, like the experience of those who have come 

here from St. Mark’s, that will feel like an unfamiliar and shadowy journey.  But we are seeking to 

hear the voice of the Good Shepherd, and following where Jesus may be leading, even though none 

of us knows yet where that journe may take us.            

  Like Lynn’s experience with uncertainty about the future, we will all need to put our trust in 

God, knowing that the past, the present, and the future are all in God’s hands.    Because to follow 

Jesus, who is the Good Shepherd, is not to buy some form of life insurance that will protect us against 

traveling in times that trouble us.  No, it is instead to put a radical trust in the God who promises to 

be there alongside us in good times and sometimes in bad, wherever our following Christ may lead.  

And the message for those times is always the same:  “Live without fear,” for the dwelling place of 

God is not far off, but right here, with you and with me.       

Amen. 

 


