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Do you know how in old weddings the one presiding opens with “dearly beloved”? That’s a sort
of bloodless translation of an ancient Christian address. Pastors would tell people they are
beloved. In social media language we would call one another “lovelies.” Now having pastored
y’all for four years and been away for three I know why we say that. I love y’all, we miss this
church every day, we talk about y’all and remember you in our prayers. I hope you know how
special you are. Not just to me or others but to God.

And now you are changing pastors again. David Hocket is becoming a district superintendent
and you have my former district superintendent, Lory Beth Huffman, coming to lead you. Now
some of you may be thinking ‘these Methodists, they do this too often,” and you’d be right. I help
lead at First Baptist Vancouver now though and they’ve had no permanent senior pastor for
going on four years now. There is no perfect way to choose leaders, but one advantage of our way
is you’re not left hanging indefinitely, she’ll be here week after next. I couldn’t have imagined a
better scenario than this. I love both these pastors so deeply. Years ago now all three of us were
on the Board of Ordained Ministry together, the group that vets future pastors. And David and I
would sit beside one another and ask the hardest questions we could think of and watch the
candidates blanch, blood would run out of their face, you could see their future evaporate before
their eyes. It was too much fun to have legally. And Lory Beth came up to us. She outranked both
of us as it were and she adulted. You two! She said. And we blanched now. You, sit over there.
You, sit over there. Now behave. Be good to these kids. Yes ma’am, we said. It was less fun after
that but we did our jobs better. Later that night David and I laughed again as Duke beat Carolina
and poor Lory Beth just shook her head. I'd take a bullet for this sister and I'm so glad she’ll lead
you. She has an unbelievable call story that will break your soul in pieces and stitch them back
together with resurrection. She reminds me of the very first Christian pastor we ever had. Mary
Magdalene went to the tomb early Sunday morning and found not a dead body but a resurrected
savior, a whole new world. I respect Christian churches that only ordain males, but I do have to
ask, what would we not have if we didn’t have women preachers? Something called Christianity.
Because Mary Magdalene would never have preached that first Easter sermon. Lory Beth is in the
long line of sisters who preach one sermon and only one, “I have seen the Lord.” May her
leadership in this place bear resurrection fruit for years.

You're preaching this summer through the book of John, and lucky me I get the Good Shepherd
passage. Now you can already guess what you think I'm gonna say. You had one good shepherd.
You're getting another. I'm a third draping praise on these two. And you'd be wrong. Because no



pastor is your good shepherd. None. The only good shepherd is Jesus Christ, Lord of the church,
king of the world. Listen now to one of the stories he tells.

10.1 “Very truly I tell you Pharisees, anyone who does not
enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some
other way, is a thief and a robber. 2 the one who enters by the
gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 The gatekeeper opens the
gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his
own sheep by name and leads them out. 4 When he has
brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his
sheep follow him because they know his voice. 5 But they will
never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him
because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.” 6 Jesus used
this figure of speech, but the Pharisees did not understand
what he was telling them. . . 11 “I am the good shepherd. The
good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”

24 The Jews who were there gathered around him, saying,
“How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the
Messiah, tell us plainly.” 25 Jesus answered, “I did tell you,
but you do not believe. The works I do in my father’s name
testify about me, 26 But you do not believe because you are
not my sheep. 27 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them,

and they follow me. 28 I give them eternal life, and they shall
never perish; no one will snatch them out of my hand. 29 My
Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, no one
can snatch them out of my Father’s hand. 30 I and the Father
are one.”

31 Again his Jewish opponents picked up stones to stone him,
32 but Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many good
works from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?”
33 “We are not stoning you for any good work,” they replied,
“but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be
God.” 34 Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law,
T have said you are “gods™? 35 If he called them ‘gods,” to
whom the word of God came - and Scripture cannot be set
aside - 36 what about the one whom the Father set apart as
his very own and sent into the world? Why then do you accuse
me of blasphemy because I said, T am God’s Son’?. .. 39



Again they tried to seize him, but he managed to escape their
grasp.

This is the word of God, it belongs to you, the people of God, thanks be to God.

The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want. Some of the most famous words in the English
language. This image of being sheep cared for by the shepherd has given Christians strength for
millennia. Some of the earliest images of Jesus we have in catacombs are like these.! They don’t
necessarily look Christian, no cross, nothing necessarily religious, historians guess Christians
may have been code switching, drawing innocuous pictures for the authorities that the church
could fill with other meaning for its worship. The images always have the sheep on the
shepherd’s shoulders. They come from another of Jesus’ parables, the lost sheep, where he
joyfully carries the sheep home.

But you and I don’t know a lot of shepherds now do we? One of my favourite movies growing up
was Fletch, silly caper thing, where a cop asks Chevy Chase his name. Fletch. Full name. Fletch F.
Fletch. What do you do Mr. Fletch? I'm a shepherd. Something about saying that with a straight
face just delights me. There are no shepherds in our world, the wealthy west, though there are
millions elsewhere, and there were plenty in Jesus’ world. It was not a glamorous job. It was dull,
boring, and smelly. But it had to be done. Sheep are currency. They are livelihood. They provide
food and clothing. Cicero described a rich man in ancient Rome as someone who had no idea
how many sheep they had. There were few rich people. Most people knew how many sheep they
had and worried over each one. You can see why it’s something of a problem to describe Jesus as
a shepherd—it infers that you and I are sheep, not a flattering image, smelly and dirty, not very
fearsome. The first time my mentor went to Israel he was eager to see a shepherd. The first one
he saw had on an Elvis T-shirt and was beating a sheep with a cane. Not a good look. Romance
evaporates upon contact with reality.

But don’t let me fool you. Shepherding was a royal profession in ancient Israel. Moses is a
shepherd—when he receives his great vision at the burning bush he’s shepherding sheep.” David
is a shepherd—when we first meet him he’s tending the sheep. The bible uses shepherding
language for a king’s role—correcting, protecting, tenderly caring for the sheep. The image
comes into church as a sign of a bishop’—bishops carry croziers, shepherd’s staffs, designed to
keep us sheep in line. Churches get called “Good shepherd.” I knew a church called “Church of
the Great Shepherd,” top that. A church where I went to graduate school was known as the place




to go to meet other singles. It was called Good Shepherd. So naturally it was referred to as the
church . .. of the good looking.

The image of God as a shepherd is impossible to update. Try an industrial image: Jesus is my
foreman, or my union boss. Nope. Or for a social media age: Jesus is my Facebook friend, I
follow him on Snapchat, he’s not your yoga guru either. Somehow shepherd as an image has a
staying power that refuses to update. In fact, I read that the description of sheep as dirty and
dumb comes from cattle ranchers, people who work with cows, blame Texas. Maybe sheep have
been misrepresented and maligned. Here’s what sheep are good at: following. If you're driving
cows you shout and use whips from behind and the cows will drive forward. Think cowboys,
right? But if you get behind sheep and make noise they’ll run around and get behind you. They
ain’t going anywhere their shepherd won’t go first. And that’s not dumb at all. Barbara Brown
Taylor points out that in the ancient world and today multiple flocks will converge on a watering
hole and get all mixed up as they drink. No shepherd is worried, because when it’s time to go, the
shepherd speaks or sings or plays a flute and the sheep all come running. They disentangle
themselves, they listen to that voice and no other. A shepherd can walk through a field of
sleeping sheep and they won’t move a muscle, but if a stranger comes through, watch out,
pandemonium. So you see why Jesus uses this image for us, we’re to listen to his voice, none
other, and follow. In fact, we might say who’s dumb is not the animals, but the shepherd.” “The
good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” What shepherd would give his life for one of his
sheep? Jesus promises to leave 99 of us to go find 1 missing. That’s just illogical, why risk a 99%
loss to avert a 1% loss? But Jesus’ way of shepherding looks backwards from our vantage. We're
sure glad for it, when we’re the one on his shoulders being carried home.

But then we hit a dilemma.” “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” And that’s
sweet. Moving even. Sacrifice for another, especially one weaker, is the most beautiful thing there
is. Here’s the problem. Remember all that stuff about feeling safe? Taken care of? Protected? Well
that doesn’t really work if the shepherd is . . . dead, does it? We might feel moved that someone
gives their life for us, but we won’t feel protected anymore by them. They're dead. The wolf or
thief or monster can get us without obstacle.

Here’s what he’s getting at I think. Yes he’s messiah. Anointed one. Prophet and priest and king
all three. But he’s anointed to die. He reigns on a cross. His hearers want the safety we all want.
They want to be saved from death. Jesus saves. But not from death. He saves through death. And
that’s another thing entirely. Death is sort of what sheep are good for. To be sacrificed. Few sheep
die of old age. For sheep to become food, they die. They’re sacrificed for sin in the temple.




They’re slaughtered for Passover. John the Baptist calls Jesus the Lamb of God. And he is
crucified when the Passover lambs are slain. This is a strange sort of shepherd who instead of
sacrificing a sheep, just one, I got 100 more, sacrifices himself. How much more does God love
us, people, whom God stamped with his own image?

Jesus goes on confusing his hearers in the perfect way to infuriate them. “I and the Father are
one,” he says. He’s finally clear! And “His opponents picked up stones to stone him.” Well that
didn’t go very. Blasphemy, claiming to be God, is an outrage. It merits death. Ancient Jews
thought of blasphemy the way we think of germs on our hands or rats in our kitchens. Kill em all.
Don’t be nice, don’t live and let live. And stoning is an interesting Old Testament way to do it.
Everyone participates. It’s very democratic. It’s not done in the cover of night or by a
professional, the whole community drives the evil from its midst. Everyone’s hands are dirty.
Duke Chapel where I studied has magnificent stained glass windows. A few years ago, someone
threw stones through them. A tragedy. The dean of the chapel pointed out it’s a short step from
throwing stones through precious windows to throwing stones at even more precious people. We
are the stone throwers. We should imagine a stone in our hand, ready to hurl it at Jesus. Because
what Jesus has said, I and the Father are one, is either an outrage that must be erased, or it’s true.
No neutral ground.

The Father and I are one. Jesus is saying whatever God is, he is. And whatever he is, God is. One
cannot be thought of without the other anymore. The almighty all-knowing all-loving God who
cannot change or die, now has a Jewish mom and a physical body and a grave. This is strange.
We Christians speak so easily of Jesus being God we forget how odd it is, that a mere man could
claim to be maker of heaven and earth, author of the worlds and source of all that is good. Think
what Jesus has done here. He has taken his hearers’ offense: look, are you messiah or not. He goes
zen on ‘em. Confuses ‘em. And while they’re trying to puzzle through his word salad, he says
something plainly, just like they asked: I and God are one. Stones come out. They’ve heard
correctly and responded appropriately.

Freeze frame. Like The Matrix everyone stops mid-gesture, stones in the air, and a little bible
study breaks out.’

I have shown you many good works from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 33
“We are not stoning you for any good work,” they replied, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere
man, claim to be God.”




In youth group, they taught us to think about our sexual ethics before we were in the back seat of
a car. Here it’s a good thing Jesus has thought about his identity before the rocks come out. See?
Knowing the bible can save your life.

34 Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I have said you are “gods™? 35 If he
called them ‘gods,” to whom the word of God came—and Scripture cannot be set aside—36
what about the one whom the Father set apart as his very own and sent into the world?
Why then do you accuse me of blasphemy because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’?

Not the verse I'd choose if I needed life-saving help, but he can do what he wants. It’s Psalm 82,
in which God takes a seat in the divine council. This psalm may come from a time in Israel’s
history when God was thought of as one among many, sort of a chief divinity, but he had a
council. Ancient Jews and Christians came to understand these others as angels. But Jesus says
hey, God himself calls others “gods,” little g: ““You are gods, children of the Most High, all of
you.” So what’s the big deal if I say 'm God’s son? Jesus is tapping in to a tradition in Israel. God
chose Jeremiah before he was born. God chose Moses to set people free. Human beings can’t
promote themselves, but God can draw people into divine purposes. And God can even call them
“gods” honorifically if he wants. Jesus says yeah, I called myself god, but God calls lots of others
“gods,” there it is in the bible. Jesus is lowering the bar on the definition of God so far that all of
us can clear it with his help.

*This is a radical redefinition of the word “God.” Jesus is saying God has fully shared himself with
me. Before the world was I am. I have God’s own power, wisdom, holiness, might. And there is
only one God. God is social. Divinity is shared. Not just between Father and Son, but also with a
third, the Holy Spirit. We once may have thought of divinity as single, isolated, shut up safe from
us. But Jesus says no, no, no, I've always been God. And others have too, the angels. And others
too, those called into God’s life. Jesus says “I and the Father are one,” And elsewhere he says he is
one with us. God’s life isn’t just shared between Father, Son and Spirit, it’s shared with us mere
humans too. Now this is the height of riskiness. This is like pouring fine champagne into a leaky
boot, we're just not worthy of it. But the shepherd who risks his neck for sheep, the God who
throws in his lot with humanity, takes that sort of risk. God’s life is communion--between those
who are God (Father Son and Spirit)--and us sinners. In church we call this “salvation.” Divinity
is shared, in God’s own eternal triune life, and with us on the cross.

The strange beauty of the Trinity can be contrasted with our neighbours in Islam. For Muslims
God can only be one. God cannot divide or share God’s self, that would be shirk, blasphemy,
stones come out, like in our story. For God to be two or three or more would be to divide, lessen,
decrease the dignity of divinity. We Christians think differently, with respect. God is community,
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forever and ever. And in Christ, God invites us into that community. Divinity doesn’t decrease
when you give it away. It increases. And that’s weird, because no created thing is like that, but it’s
true of God. Come on into the party. The more people the more food the more feasting the more
God.

There is a final beautiful moment in this good shepherd passage. I got this from a Jewish
interpreter of the New Testament, an observation I'd never noticed before: *“The sheep hear his
voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.” The passage youll hear Jeff McClain
preach next week is about Lazarus, before whose open grave Jesus calls, “Lazarus come out,” and
the mummified man does, walks out, straight through the jaws of death. Maybe this is an echo of
that story, Amy-Jill Levine says. I think she’s right. Ancient Christians speak of Jesus between
Good Friday and Easter Sunday in hell. He battles demons and defeats them. Breaks the teeth of
death. Lifts out Adam and Eve. Brings the gospel to those who’d never heard. And he ruins the
lock on hell forever. This shepherd won’t actually keep us safe. No one can or will. None of us
gets out of this life alive. That’s the price of being human. The safety we all want is overrated. The
death we all fear is not permanent. One has gone through death before us. We have to follow
him—there is no other way. Do not fear. He has wrecked darkness with his light.

He will stand before our open grave one day. He will call us by name, like when we were young
bounding sheep. And the mummy we’ve become, or the dust we’ve become, or the afterthought
of a memory we’ve become, will gather itself up and walk out. The good shepherd doesn’t oppose
death or head it off. He swallows it. Undoes it from the inside. Strips its gears and destroys its
machinery and sets its captives free. And then we hear his voice again. The voice that called our
name from the beginning. He says come out. We follow. And he tosses us up on his shoulders
and joyfully bounces us home.




