
 

 

Fourth Sunday of Easter (April 26, 2015) 
 
In today's gospel reading, Jesus offers us some advice about sheep-herding.  Who 
would have guessed that the Bible is, among other things, a manual for sheep-herding 
best practices?  In today's reading, Jesus tells us what a good shepherd is like, and he 
does it to teach us about his relationship to us and how we in turn should relate to each 
other. 
 
Sheep-herding in some ways is kind of a strange choice to use to teach us about God's 
relationship to us and our relationship to each other.  I mean, first of all, how much time 
have you and I spent around sheep?  Since we live in the city of Chicago, I'm going to 
guess... probably not much.  And how many times have you and I actually seen sheep 
being herded by a shepherd?  Again, I'm going to guess... probably not many. 
 
For me the most time I've ever spent around sheep herding didn't actually involve sheep 
at all.  When I was growing up in Texas, for many years my parents had a dog that was 
a really shaggy black cocker spaniel.  Later we got another dog as well, a dog of a 
breed that was originally created for herding sheep.  One day we looked out the 
windows into our big backyard and we were shocked: the new dog was herding the old, 
shaggy dog -- like she was a sheep.  At first we were entertained -- we thought it was 
funny that our new dog was treating our older dog like a sheep -- after all, with her 
shaggy, long fur, she did look kind of like a sheep.  But as this continued day after day 
we realized that it was actually a problem because our new dog wouldn't let our old dog 
get any rest -- he herded her like a sheep constantly, and so we eventually had to 
separate them so that our older dog could get some peace. 
 
This story reminds me that herding can be a really unpleasant experience for the sheep 
if the shepherd (or dog) doesn't have the sheep's best interests at heart.  Our dog was 
just herding for his own entertainment; he didn't care at all about the well-being of the 
animal he was herding.  But the Good Shepherd whom Jesus describes is very, very 
different.    
 
Jesus tells us that the Good Shepherd does three things: 1) Cares for the sheep;  2) Is 
known by the sheep;  3) Lays down his life for the sheep. 
 
Let's talk first about what Jesus means by "caring for the sheep."  Jesus contrasts 
"caring for the sheep" with the hired hand who does not care for the sheep, who 
abandons them when a wolf appears, who abandons them at the first sign of danger.  
So "caring for the sheep" means taking care of them even when it puts the shepherd in 
danger.  And this is what the Good Shepherd does. 
 
OK, then moving on to the second thing the Good Shepherd does -- what does it mean 
to be "known by the sheep"?  When I think of being "known by the sheep," I think of the 
shepherd in the video I showed during the children's sermon.  The sheep know so well 
the sound of his voice that they hear him and run to him from far away, because they 
trust him and want to be close to him. 



 

 

Finally, the third thing the Good Shepherd does:  Lay down his life for the sheep, which 
by the way, is repeated several times in Jesus' description, suggesting that it's pretty 
important.  And here, it becomes clear that we're not really talking about actual 
shepherds and actual sheep -- because I don't think any sane shepherd would actually 
do this.  Here it becomes clear that what we're actually talking about is Jesus and each 
one of us.  Jesus is describing how he has given his life so that through him, you and I 
might know God and be brought closer to God. 
 
Still, even though I know that Jesus isn't talking about actual shepherds and actual 
sheep, I can't stop thinking about the sheep and the shepherd in the video I showed 
during the children's sermon.  I can't stop thinking about how the sheep ran so quickly to 
the shepherd when they heard his voice calling to them from so far away -- a voice that 
they recognized and that comforted them, a voice to which they were irresistibly and 
powerfully drawn. 
 
I wonder how hearing the shepherd's voice changes their sheep lives.  It's a dangerous 
world out there for a sheep; there's a lot for them to be scared of, and they probably 
spend much of their time feeling frightened, anxious, stressed, and confused.  But in 
that moment when they hear the shepherd's voice, they're reminded that whatever 
dangers they face, the shepherd is there for them no matter what.  It must bring them a 
profound feeling of peace and comfort in the midst of their anxious, worried lives. 
 
God calls to us, too, each one of us, even though we don't always hear it or recognize it.  
No matter what we've done to try to isolate ourselves from God, no matter how far 
we've wandered, God calls to each of us, calling us to join together with fellow travelers 
on a life-long journey to grow closer to God.   And God walks with us on that journey 
step-by-step, helping us to grow secure in the knowledge that God loves us no matter 
what, and guiding us to share God's love with others in the ordinary moments of daily 
life. 
 
In a few moments, we will gather around this table for Holy Communion, to be 
nourished and fed by God's grace for our journey of faith.  As we do so, I invite you to 
think of those sheep in the video -- think of how excited they were to hear the 
shepherd's voice, how they answered his call from far away, how they rushed in from a 
great distance to experience the peace and comfort of his presence.  Like them, you 
and I are answering our shepherd's call -- we are answering God's call to walk a great, 
life-long journey of faith in which we will grow in love for God and for each other.  May 
God strengthen us and nourish us for that journey each day, and may God give us even 
now a taste of God's limitless love and perfect peace and guide us to share it with 
others.  AMEN.  


