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THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Do You Remember?
Acts 9:36-43; John 10:22-30

It never fails to happen when someone is no longer with us.  When a
child goes off to school, when a family member marries and moves away,
when a friend gets transferred to another state, or when someone we love
dies, at some point we begin reminiscing and remembering times we shared. 
Some of the most precious times I have spent with some of you are when you
share the tender, proud, and funny memories you have of someone you love
very much who has died.  Following the bombing in Boston last Monday,
families and friends reminisced about the three victims who died.  We learned
that Krystle Campbell was a hard worker with a bright smile who loved life and
talked a lot.  Friends described Lu Lingzi, a graduate student from China, as
a happy and adventurous soul whose passion was mathematics.  Most of us
will long remember eight year old Martin Richard from the picture of him
holding a poster he made which read, “No more hurting people. Peace.”

Sometimes we learn things we had never before known.  At other times
we enjoy hearing favorite stories over and over.  That is how we retain our
history.  That is how we preserve our faith.  Without a doubt, once Jesus was
no longer with his disciples day by day as he had been for three years, they
began remembering all of the experiences they had shared together.

“Who could ever forget the time, right after we all got together, when we
went to that wedding in Cana and they ran out of wine?  Mary insisted that
Jesus do something and somehow he changed all those jars of water into
wine!”

“And what about that time the Pharisees tried to trap him by accusing
that poor woman of adultery.  The crowd they had gathered stood there
looking all smug and bloodthirsty, their hands wrapped around deadly rocks,
and he casually said, ‘Okay, let whoever is without sin throw the first stone.’ 
It was brilliant!  Every one of the disappeared in an instant.”

“I will never forget the time we were out on the sea and that big storm
blew up,” someone else said.  “Jesus slept right on until we practically had to
toss him overboard to wake him up.  Then, in that calm manner of his, he



ordered the wind and waves to calm down, and the storm went away.  I have
never seen anything like it!”

“How about what he did for Lazarus?” another one of them
remembered.  “When we heard he was sick, we tried to get Jesus to leave
immediately for Bethany.  He kept delaying, and by the time we got there,
Lazarus had been dead for three days.  Martha and Mary were pretty upset
that he had not come sooner, but I thought they would go crazy when Jesus
told someone to open the tomb.  When the stone was pushed aside, Jesus
yelled for Lazarus to come out . . . and he did!  He was just as alive as any of
us.  I still find it hard to believe.”

I imagine that a hush fell over the group as they sat thinking about
Jesus’ own death and resurrection and how unbelievably wonderful that day
had been.  They brooded over their personal memories for a few moments,
missing their friend and Lord all the more.  Finally, someone–it could have
been Peter or James or John, or maybe one of the guys like Bartholomew,
Thaddeus, or Simon the Cannanean who was never quoted as saying
anything–one of them spoke up and said, “I miss Jesus.  I miss having him
here with us.  Sometimes I think about how he used to talk about sheep all of
the time and compared himself to being our shepherd.  I know we were a
difficult group to keep together at times, but it always makes me feel good to
remember that no matter what happens, somehow Jesus will take care of
me.”  I imagine that they all would nod in agreement.

Perhaps it was because of just such a conversation that John recorded
the following memory:

At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in
Jerusalem.  It was winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple,
in the portico of Solomon.  So the Jews gathered around him and
said to him, “How long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are
the Messiah, tell us plainly.”  Jesus answered, “I have told you,
and you do not believe.  The works that I do in my Father’s name
testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong
to my sheep.  My sheep hear my voice.  I know them, and they
follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they will never perish.  No
one will snatch them out of my hand.  What my Father has given
me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the
Father’s hand.  The Father and I are one.”

John 10:22-30
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I do not know a lot about sheep.  I know they tend to stay together in the
flock but are rather skittish when surprised so herding them is not an easy
task.  It is widely assumed that sheep are not very bright and a couple of
sources suggest that their intelligence falls just below that of a pig and is
somewhat equivalent to that of a cow.  Is this why Jesus referred to us as
being like a sheep without a shepherd?  On the positive side, a sheep can
reportedly recognize other sheep as well as human faces for years, be taught
to respond to its name, and even distinguish various emotions based on facial
expressions.1  So be sure to smile when you are around sheep, otherwise
they might be worried about you!

Jesus did call us his sheep . . . maybe because we are, as a whole,
rather difficult at times, but I think it was precisely because we do need a
shepherd.  Life makes us skittish at times and we do not always know which
way to turn.  We need guidance and protection.  Jesus promised eternal life
and that he would hold us so that no one could snatch us out of his hand. 
When life gets tough, it helps to know God is with us at all times no matter
what happens.

It has been a tough week for our country.  Monday dawned bright and
beautiful, a perfect spring day, but by sundown in Boston three people were
dead and over 170 injured.  On Thursday evening a policeman and one of the
suspects were killed.  On Wednesday evening in the congenial town of West,
Texas, a terrible industrial fire erupted into a horrific explosion that killed at
least fourteen people.  Property was destroyed, jobs were lost, lives were
shattered.

Other things happened this past week . . . or the week before or the
week before that . . . things that knocked the breath out of us or plunged us
into numbing fear or somehow turned life upside down for a while.  For me,
these events are times to remember . . . to remember that I am Jesus’ sheep
and he holds me closely in his arms.

Most of the time around church we are engaged in serious thinking
about Jesus.  Who was he and what did he teach?  Where did he come from
and what did he do?  What does he expect of us?  What does he offer to us? 

1Kendrick, Keith; da Costa AP, Leigh AE, Hinton MR, Peirce JW (November 2001). "Sheep Don't
Forget a Face." Nature 414 (6860): 165. Doi:10.1038/35102669. PMID 11700543. 11700543. ^ a b Morell,
Virginia (March 2008). "Animal Minds." National Geographic Magazine (The National Geographic Society) 213
(3). pg. 47; from Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia; available online at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Sheep#cite_ref-hobby_6-0.
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What do Jesus and his teachings have to do with life in 21st century America? 
Why is there such evil in the world and what is God doing about it?

These are good questions and important issues.  So many things
happen day to day that cause us to think seriously about what God is doing
in our world.  Jesus gave us some rather simple guidelines for life,
instructions like “love one another as I have loved you.”  They sound simple,
but they require radical change in the ways in which we live and act in the
world.

It is important to think seriously about our faith and to act intentionally
out of the love of God.  Yet sometimes we need to do little more than
remember.  We need to remember that Jesus is our Good Shepherd and we
are his sheep.  We need to remember that he loves us and provides
everything we need.  We need to remember that he guides us in the right
paths if we will follow and gives us courage in the face of persistent evil.  It is
no wonder that the beloved psalm attributed to King David is a favorite of
people of faith in all times and places.  It is not only a memory of God’s
goodness toward us but also an affirmation of our faith in God.  Listen to a
translation of the psalm from the Contemporary English Version of the Bible:

You, Lord, are my shepherd.
    I will never be in need.
    You let me rest in fields of green grass.
You lead me to streams of peaceful water,
     and you refresh my life.

You are true to your name,
    and you lead me along the right paths.
I may walk through valleys as dark as death,
    but I won’t be afraid.
You are with me,
    and your shepherd’s rod and staff make me feel safe.

You treat me to a feast while my enemies watch.
You honor me as your guest,
    and you fill my cup until it overflows.
Your kindness and love
will always be with me each day of my life,
    and I will live forever in your house, Lord.2

2Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society.
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Even in the midst of all the confusion, horror, pain, and fear last Monday
in Boston, there must have been moments when First Responders were
carrying people to safety that the victims simply relished the act of someone
caring for them and making certain they received the help they needed.  In
our most difficult hours, it is reassuring to know that we are not alone.

There are times we need do no more than remember and enjoy the
presence of Christ in our lives.  I think of that gentle lullaby from the play and
movie versions of Peter Pan.  As Mother Darling gets her children ready for
bed, Wendy, Michael, and John sing this lullaby:

Tender shepherd, Tender shepherd
Let me help you count your sheep
One in the meadow
Two in the garden
Three in the nursery
Fast asleep

Tender shepherd, Tender Shepherd
Watches over all his sheep
One say your prayers
And two close your eyes 
And three safe and happily
Fall asleep3

We may find ourselves in the meadow, in the garden, in the nursery, or
in some horror such as happened in Boston or Texas last week.  God in
Christ has assured us that he knows his sheep and watches over us.  We are
held safely in his hand and no one can snatch us away from him.  Remember. 
Remember. Remember.  Amen.

3Carolyn Leigh, Betty Comden, and Adolph Green, “Tender Shepherd,” 1954.

5



April 21, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

In times like these, Holy God, we scarcely know how to pray.  Like the
friends of Tabitha, our hearts are heavy and our thoughts confused from the
events of the week, and we gather to worship with a myriad of questions and
emotions, seeking solace in our pain.  We have watched in horror as children
perpetrated unspeakable violence, as an entire community was rocked by
destructive force, as a city lived under siege, as nature unleashed its fury, and
we have confronted our own fears and uncertainties in light of our neighbors'
suffering.

But still we come to worship, O God.  We come because in this place
and among these, our brothers and sisters, we find strength and comfort.  We
come because you bless our doubts and call us to trust in spite of them.  We
come because we seek to put aside our desire for vengeance and to follow
your way of peace.  We come because we are an Easter people, filled with
resurrection hope because Christ has conquered sin and death for us and for
all of creation.  Every need we have we entrust to you, and for every gift we
receive we offer to you our thanks, most Gracious and Holy God.

Were it not for our faith, the images we see on our television screens
and the challenges by which we are confronted in our own community might
be enough to lead us to despair, O God.  Instead you have called us to
respond with generous hearts, with creative minds, and with diligent hands,
believing that what we do in this place and what we carry with us from this
place will make a difference in our lives and in our world.  Teach us to reach
beyond ourselves and our comfortable places to ease the suffering that
engulfs so many lives.  Grant us wisdom and courage to face the complexities
of our world and to seek solutions with creativity and mercy.  Give us grace
as we struggle with our often competing responsibilities of seeking change
where it is needed and peace where it is possible.  Help us to be a people of
compassion and to respond to those in need out of the abundance we have
received from you.  Teach us to be merciful even as we have been shown
great mercy.  Hear now, O Lord, these prayers of our hearts and those offered
by your children of every language and nation, through Jesus the Christ. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


