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“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”  That, of course, is the first 

verse from Psalm 23, the most well-known Psalm that you know 

mostly by heart.   

The Psalm is a favorite of people because it conveys a God who comforts 

and sustains us even through the darkest times.   

And in today’s gospel lesson from John chapter 10, verse 11, Jesus says, “I 

am the Good Shepherd.”  Another verse used in times of stress to help 

remind us in whom we can place our trust. 

The metaphor of the Lord as the Good Shepherd to us being his simple 

sheep gives a gentle glow of safety and warmth about it.  And, indeed, 

there are times when we need that reassurance of God’s rod and staff 

to comfort us.  For that reason these passages are often used at 

funerals as I did for a graveside service yesterday, which is 

appropriate. 

But today’s lectionary passages also remind us what it means that the Lord 

is our shepherd. 

The gospel lesson from John is part of the discourse Jesus has with the 

Pharisees after he healed the man blind from birth and did so on the 

Sabbath, both of which infuriated the Pharisees. 

Jesus knows that—and where the road he is traveling will lead to. 

To expand on the passage Jesus says, “I am the Good Shepherd.  The good 

shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”   

Jesus says this as a prefiguring wrapped in a metaphor.  That is, though 

Jesus is not literally a shepherd nor us sheep, he will actually die for 

us—and do so willingly.  And he does so not as a martyr, but as God’s 

son.   
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And in verse 16 Jesus also says, “I have other sheep that do not belong to 

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

there will be one flock, one shepherd.” 

 Thus, Jesus is not for an exclusive select, but inclusive of all.  Jesus does 

not say who the other sheep are or how they will be brought in, but 

deciding who is in and who is out is not the decision of the sheep, but 

the shepherd.  We sheep-folk are told only to cleave to Jesus, to love, 

and to testify. 

The key to bringing “them” in, Jesus says, is to “listen to my voice.”  

Listening to Jesus’ voice does not mean hearing what we want to 

hear. 

Listening means engaging with and discerning the word of God and 

responding to it as a member of the body of Christ. 

And listening means not just listening to people we know, but to those we 

don’t know, what are their needs, what are we doing to sacrifice 

ourselves for them to bring them into the community of faith by 

invitation, not exclude them because they don’t conform to our ways 

or coerce them to do so. 

The divisions in our country and in Christianity stem in part from not 

listening and engaging with each other, whether political, racial, 

sexuality, ethnic, or religious. 

The epistle of John addressed similar issues and sought to clarify some 

misguided interpretations.  You know gospel John 3:16, “For God so 

loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who 

believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”  
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Today’s lectionary passage from First Epistle of John 3:16 says, “We know 

love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay 

down our lives for one another.”   

Verses 17 and 18 go on to say, “How does God’s love abide in anyone who 

has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet 

refuses help? Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in 

truth and action.” 

This is summarized in verse 23, “And this is his commandment, that we 

should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one 

another, just as he has commanded us.” 

Thus, believing in Jesus and loving one another are not two separate 

commandments, but one command.  You can’t promote hate and fear 

and believe in Jesus. 

Jesus laying down his life for us and taking it back up again is the deepest 

meaning of “love”, and so Jesus himself defines the character of the 

church's life. His self-giving death is love's story and love's shape. The 

church proclaims and lives love not as a vague ideal rooted in the 

human potential for good. Love is identified and known by what 

Jesus has done, and that act is the ground of all Christian thought and 

hope. 

That love to the point of death, though, is not just at the extreme moments 

of sacrifice, but in the daily give and take of the loving life; it is more 

in the daily discipleship with concrete acts of charity. 

And those acts of charity can require boldness and not being sheepish about 

it. 
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As I alluded to in the beginning, I conducted a graveside service yesterday.  

It was for Shirley Williams whom we announced a few months ago 

passed away in December at the age of 95.  She and her family were 

active members of our church from the 1950s until she and her 

husband Edward moved to Florida in 1980. 

Her one daughter, Leslie, shared a lot about her with me. 

One story she shared that struck me was during their time at Stone Church  

Shirley and Edward served as leaders of the Senior High Youth group for 

several years, organizing weekly meetings at church, retreats at 

Vandercamp, and assisting in planning of the annual youth service.   

One year, around 1970 or so, two youths whose families were not church 

members wanted to play “Let it Be” by the Beatles.  One was going to 

play the organ and the other the electric guitar.  

As many of you can imagine during those times that were as troubled then 

as they are today, two long-haired teenagers wanting to play <in 

increasingly uptight voice> rock-and-roll inside the church was not 

well received by some of our church members.  <snootily> These 

were not the kind of people we wanted in our church.    

But Shirley and Edward stood up for their right to be in God’s house 

sharing their talents and being loved and accepted in return. 

Leslie said, “To this day, when I hear that song, I feel pride that my parents 

stood up for what was right and what they believed in.” 

Shirley and Edward listened to the voice of the Good Shepherd.   

And though there are very few here today who even knew Shirley and Ed, 

their belief and actions of including and embracing “them”, lives on in 

our church and is rooted in our identity of what God calls us to do.   
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It is people like them, and many others, that we thank and owe our legacy 

to.  Not to rest on our laurels or to thump our chests, but continue to 

reflect, self-correct, and seek ways in our faith and actions bring 

others into fold and help others in need. 

So let us not be just dumb sheep listening to whoever yells the loudest, but 

to listen and discern the voice of our Master so that we may abide in 

Him and by our words and deeds be like the Good Shepherd. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


