
There is a story told of a traveler wandering through a village in Iran long ago.  He noticed a circular mound of earth with dry thorns piled on top.  When he asked a villager what it was, he learned that it was for the sleeping place for the sheep.  But why the thorns on top?  For protection from wolves.  How?  If a wolf bumped the thorns, the sound would wake up the shepherd.  The traveler then said, “That is fine…but why does the wolf try to climb over the wall?  Here is the entrance to the enclosure; it is open.  There is no door to keep out the wolf….”  Then said the villager, “…you do not understand.  That is where the shepherd sleeps, the shepherd is the door.”  (Eric Bishop)


It was that piece of travelogue that first opened my ears to what Jesus is saying when he claims to be the gate for the sheep.  The shepherd who corrals his sheep and then sleeps at the entry of their fold puts his life on the line for their safety.  He ensures that they stay together on the inside and the dangers of their world remain on the outside.  Being the gate requires courage and self-sacrifice.  The gate determines who joins the flock and thus shapes its identity.


The sheepfold is reminiscent of paradise, the enclosed garden where the ancient monarch walked with honored subjects, paradise where Jesus would welcome the thieves on the cross.  The gate of paradise runs deep in our journey of faith.  It is a “passageway from external reality to the inner life”, a “change of vision.”  (Wayne Simsic, Garden Prayers)  The gate leads us to self-surrender and love.  Jesus is a wide gate of grace for all in his care.


It is just after the story of the healing of the man born blind that Jesus offers his various “I” statements—the closest thing to parables that we see in the Gospel of John.  Besides the gate for the sheep, Jesus says he is bread, light, the good shepherd, resurrection and life—the way, truth, and life—even the vine.  These descriptions are distilled from the language of the wisdom literature which in turn was influenced by language for the goddess Isis.  Who would have thought the language of gates and shepherds would have taken us to the feminine on Mothers Day?

So here is the container in which we live the Christian life, the gathering of sheep led and sheltered by a courageous and life giving shepherd.  Within that sheepfold, we are all in it together.  We have all been welcomed in by the shepherd and drawn through the gate into the life of the flock.


The Book of Acts gives a description of what the life of the flock was like in the early church at its best.  They were truly in it together, sharing the activities we still pledge ourselves to in the baptismal covenant—the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, the breaking of bread and the prayers.  They had all things in common—not just their resources but their joys and sorrows, their memories and regrets, their differences and their similarities.  Day by day they grew in number.


Today we hear the twenty-third psalm in all its familiarity--so personal, so individual, so private for most of us.  “The Lord is MY shepherd…he leads ME…” But this shepherd cares for the flock.  The church of Acts is a flock, a group of people in constant togetherness.  Most of us would prefer a personal shepherd—like a personal trainer.  Yet our shepherd tells us we are all in it together.


Being inside that sheepfold can get tight at times—like all those animals on the ark.  After a while we want to ask:  Jesus, couldn’t you have made some different choices of sheep for your flock?  Most of us would prefer it if you gathered all large or all small sheep, maybe all spotted sheep, maybe either young or old sheep.  All our differences get tiring.  It’s hard on my inner life to have these others around.  Jesus, couldn’t you sort us out a little differently so it would be easier to live in such unity.


We all wonder at times.


Many of us have heard of the House for All Saints and Sinners in Denver, Colorado.  The pastor, Nadia Bolz-Weber, drew together a group of people not easily accepted in most religious circles, the strangers and sojourners of our day.  After some early publicity in the media, a more mainstream group of people started arriving.  So the pastor called a meeting to talk about these changes—all the while thinking that such a conversation would lead to people sorting themselves out and focusing the identity of this congregation.  Beforehand she consulted a colleague at a similar church who gave her some startling feedback:  “You guys are really good at ‘welcoming the stranger’ when it’s a young transgender person.  But sometimes ‘the stranger’ looks like your mom and dad.”  Imagine that.

So after convening the meeting, the pastor shared that observation which had turned her heart inside out.  People went on to share their stories of how they found the presence of God revealed in that community of faith.  Then a young person spoke up:  “As the young transgender kid who was welcomed into this community, I just want to go on the record and say that I’m really glad there are people at church now who look like my mom and dad.  Because I have a relationship with them that I just can’t have with my own mom and dad.”


The House for All Saints and Sinners became a richer and more Christlike place as Jesus brought more sheep into that fold.  It became a better place for those already there as well as those who came later.  The special place designed for the strangers of our society was a good place for all.  It reminds me of the discoveries of the special education division of the recreation department as they develop inclusion programs.  They admitted other children to the programs for kids with special needs and then declared with surprise:  “And the typicals loved doing it, too.”  I love the new term, typicals.  It makes me want to be the one who is different.


Yet we all struggle with the challenge of unity within the sheepfold with all our differences in viewpoints and needs, in our ways of experiencing God and ourselves.  Recently the New York Times featured the relationship between our diocesan bishop, Shannon Johnston, and Tory Baucum, the rector of Truro Church which left our church.  At clergy conference, Bishop Shannon said all the fanfare made him feel sad—sad that their warm friendship was considered unusual.  If we all could dwell together in the midst of our differences within the sheepfold, their story would not be news.


Yes, the Lord is my shepherd and your shepherd.  Yes, Jesus cares about the individual material and spiritual welfare of each of us.  But most of all, Jesus lived and died and rose again for the sake of the world.  Both Hebrew and Greek scriptures embrace the whole life of the people of God.  We are in it together.  Our life together within the sheepfold matters.


Our life together is our greatest witness to the world.  Jesus came that we might have life and have it abundantly.  Our greatest witness to the world is the view of a whole group of people together experiencing the life abundant.  That is why our Dialogue on Race is so important as we seek to the Feed the Other.  That is why our vestry is so concerned about the shape of our life together on Sunday morning—that we might share a joyful Sabbath rest with all generations in relationship—all falling in love with God.  That must be why Jesus keeps bringing so many new and different people through the gate.


Let us this day walk through the gate that Jesus prepares for us.  Each of us is a sheep of his own fold, a lamb of his own flock, a sinner of his own redeeming.  Let us move into this new place where our inner and outer lives seek to be one, where the sheep embody the love of the shepherd.  Jesus expects something new from us all.  We are all in it together.  May we in the sheepfold have life and have it abundantly.  May the abundance of our life draw others into this life that is ours in Jesus.
