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Scripture:  Psalm 23

                John 10:1-10

On this Sunday of the women’s retreat, our ranks here in worship are a bit depleted.  And I want you to know that I am giving extra credit to those men who are here who normally have a woman in the house to make sure you get to church.

With so many of our female members gone today, let’s consider this, unofficially, Men’s Sunday. I did think about putting up a big screen and just showing SportsCenter instead of preaching. But that’s not what we’re here to do.
*
*
*

Well, we should have known it was coming.  Up until recently, there was enough energy and hope for a new thing behind this year’s Presidential election that the negativity had not spoiled it.

But the candidates have had their moments recently. As the nation’s eyes are about to focus on North Carolina, for what may be a decisive primary, the Democratic candidates have been spitting at each other over which is the least “elitist.” 
As some commentators have said this week, the central question of the primary may shape up to be whose voice resonates the most with the “regular people.”
Elsewhere in the news this week in Charlotte was the story about Bobcats’ owner Bob Johnson and his call for all the city’s other businesses to be more supportive of his business.  Did you see what he said about Michael Jordan, another owner of the team?
Asked if part of the problem might be that Jordan was not that visible or accessible to the general public, Johnson said that Jordan would expect to be paid extra to spend any time with that fans of the team they both own.

It reminded me of the night last January I took a young friend from Martin Luther King Middle School and two of his buddies to a game.  Jordan was sitting nearby and the boys couldn’t stop talking about him.  Toward the end of the game, when Jordan got up to leave, my guys followed him at a respectful distance, calling his name and asking for an autograph. With a body guard standing between them and Jordan, Jordan proceeded to a private elevator without even looking over his shoulder.

Whose voice was Jordan listening to?  Apparently not his fans and customers.

Then there was the public debate this week about the planned day of silence in local schools, to be carried out by victims of bullying, including some gay students, as a way to have their voice heard in the schools.

If I understand this correctly, the way they plan to do that is simply to be silent for the day.  Nothing more, nothing less.  
But that has not kept some in our community from crying foul.  They say that the day of silence is really about some hidden constituency trying to “indoctrinate” the school system into the so-called “homosexual agenda.”  They say that, by being silent, these students are really trying to “exploit” other students.

It’s interesting, isn’t it, how simple silence amounts to a threatening voice to some? 

Finally, I heard a radio interview with a victim of the Virginia Tech shooting, which occurred one year ago last week. The subject was a young man who was studying statistics and finance with a definite plan to go into banking. 
The shootings interrupted those plans and he has spent a good deal of time since trying to bring attention to the ills of our society that lead to events like mass shootings.
The interviewer asked this young man about his original career plans to go into business.  Listen to what he said, and what it suggests about whose voice he is listening to. 

“That was the plan … but maybe it wasn’t THE PLAN,” the young man said. “Maybe that’s not what I was supposed to do.”

These are just a few examples taken from one week’s worth of news stories of what it’s like to be in the world today.  We live in a complex time with so many voices to sort out – our employer’s, our government’s and elected leaders’, our culture’s, our families, our friends and all the voices of the media. 
It all makes that catch phrase from the commercial – “Can you hear me now?” – sound kind of ironic, doesn’t it?

*
*
*

One of the main reasons the Gospel of John was written was to emphasize that a new voice had entered the world, the voice of the true messiah for whom God’s people had hoped for centuries.
John is perhaps best known for Christ’s many “I am” sayings.

“I am the bread of life.”  

“I am the light of the world.”

“I am the true vine and my father the vine grower.”

“I am the way, the truth and the life.”

And from our lectionary text today:  “I am the gate for the sheep” and “I am the good shepherd.”

On that last one, Christ knew that the image of the shepherd was so widely recognized that his listeners could understand his message. It’s as if Christ had been born in our times and taught in Charlotte, he might have said “I am the honest banker.”

Christ’s friends and followers knew what was involved in shepherding.  But not so much with us.  I’ve only known one person who ever actually kept sheep, and he kept just a few as a hobby.

Still, when we learn even a little about sheep and shepherding, we can better understand all that Christ was saying with these few words.

In 1970, a man named Phillip Keller, who had been a shepherd in Africa, wrote a wonderful little book called A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23.  It is a wonderful tutorial – not just about sheep but about God and how God looks after us.
Keller explains a number of things: That sheep are ear-marked by their shepherd as a sign they are owned and cared for. That however green the pastures are, sheep will not lie down until they are free of fear or hunger or tension or aggravation.  That sheep need a lot of water, but are too timid to drink if the waters of the pond or stream are not sufficiently still. That sheep will graze a piece of ground until they have turned it into dust, which is why they need a shepherd to keep them on the move, and lead them on the right paths. That sheep must sometimes go through dark valleys to reach the high ground – and are willing to do so if they trust their shepherd and recognize his voice.

I could go on and on, but you get the picture.  Once you know even a little of this, you never read the 23rd Psalm the same way again.

In today’s text from John, Christ says “I am the gate for the sheep…. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.  I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”
In these verses we recognize the access to life that Christ’s life and death provided the world.  As the shepherd who will indeed lay down his life, Christ is telling his first listeners that they will know him by what he will do for them to make God’s love, which is for all, accessible to all.

Importantly, this is a message of how inclusive God’s love is. Christ is the gate and the gate to God’s love is open. Christ is the shepherd and is leading us to those green pastures. If we have heard his voice, we recognize it … and follow.

Some read this text as exclusive.  They would say that it makes Christianity a fence, THE fence, that hold’s God’s love in and keeps others out.

If we take that perspective, however, I believe we forget the place that Christ was suggesting we occupy in today’s verses from John. We are the sheep here, not the shepherd. We do not see the complete picture.  We do not see what lies around the bend or over the next hill. We do not comprehend the depth and breadth of the wisdom and love with which we are cared for anymore than sheep know that about their shepherd. Like sheep, we are called to follow.  Period.
Well now … on this unofficial Men’s Sunday here at Caldwell … let’s just tell it like it is. 
That just doesn’t go over well here in our macho, aggressive culture, does it, where we insist that we are the masters of our lives, that we know they way and where the Barnes and Noble bookshelf on success is full of books about leading, not following?

Everyone knows that sheep command no respect.  They have no “street cred.”  There are no football teams named after sheep. They are the butt of jokes. They should hire a global PR firm and work on their image.

But again, my friends, that plain misses the point.  The point is, we are not in charge.  Never were. We need a shepherd to guide us faithfully through these times of unprecedented uncertainty in our world.  Like waters that run too fast for us to drink, life moves way too fast, doesn’t it?  Fear and hunger, tension and aggravation keep us from resting, don’t they?
And, as Keller writes in his book about being a shepherd:

“Just as sheep will blindly, habitually, stupidly follow one another along the same little trails until they become ruts that erode into gigantic gullies, so we humans cling to the same habits that we have seen ruin other lives.”

Sound familiar?

The fact is, despite our airs of evolved self-awareness and self-sufficiency, we are a lot more like sheep than we care to admit.  
That, however, becomes extraordinarily good news … when we consider who our true shepherd is … when we hear his voice and recognize it as the one who laid down his life for us.

This week, as I was considering all of this, I opened a daily devotional book I use to Tuesday’s meditation and found these words from a man named Simon Tugwell, a Dominican monk.

Listen to the added dimension he adds.

“A picture our Lord loves to use is that of the shepherd who goes out to look for the sheep that is lost.  So long as we imagine that it is we who have to look for God, then we must often lose heart. But it is the other way about.  He is looking for us.  And so we can afford to recognize that very often we are not looking for God; far from it, we are in full flight from him, in high rebellion against him.  And he knows that and has taken it into account.  He has followed us into our own darkness; there where we thought finally to escape him, we run straight into his arms.
This should free us from that crippling anxiety which prevents any real growth, giving us room to do whatever we can do, to accept the small but genuine responsibilities that we do have.  Our part is not to shoulder the whole burden of our salvation, the initiative and the program are not in our hands: our part is to consent, to learn how to love him in return whose love came to us so freely while we were quite uninterested in him ….

If we let these things really speak to us, then we can surely accept our Lord’s invitation, indeed his command, to cast all our cares upon him (1 Peter 5:7) and let him care for them.” 

-- From Prayer by Simon Tugwell

Here in the year of our lord 2008, we are surrounded by so many other voices. It is not easy to single out the one true voice that is calling our name.  But when we hear it, all we have to do is follow.
If, on the other hand, we are in some way lost, all we need to do is follow the same instruction as anyone who ever get lost in the woods.  Stop. Sit down. Stay put. Someone is already looking for us and we will be found. 

In the name of our Triune God, Amen.
