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Year A:  Easter 4a   Acts 2:42-47; Ps 23; 1Pet 2:19-25; Jn 10:1-10 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – May 3, 2020 
 
Focus Sentence:  In modern culture, and in the face of death and horror, what does it 
mean to speak of Jesus as the “Good Shepherd?” 

 
SERMON 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…. 
 

In case you hadn’t picked up on the theme of today’s Scripture readings, this 

Sunday is familiarly known as “Good Shepherd Sunday,” and each year of our three-

year lectionary cycle, we use readings which support this image of God in Jesus as our 

Shepherd. 

This particular year, we have a passage from John’s Gospel in which Jesus 

describes the attitudes and actions of a good shepherd, and he likewise condemns 

those others who are not “good shepherds,” but rather are “thieves and bandits.”  Jesus 

uses terms like “sheepfold, and gate, and pasture, and speaks of “entering by me.” 

But, really, I have to wonder, today, in North America, does all of this make 

particularly good sense to us?  Does it really have much meaning in our lives? 

 

PAUSE 

 

In Jesus’ time and culture, shepherds were a well-known, if not particularly 

highly-regarded, profession.  There were lots of sheep grazing in the countrysides of 

Palestine, Jesus’ listeners understood the mechanics of the sheep-raising business, 

and so Jesus’ imagery and terms would be readily grasped by them. 

Not so very much, I think, in twenty-first century North America. 

 

PAUSE 
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First of all, we might be curious about that gatekeeper image, and the other one 

about the shepherd calling the sheep by name. 

It was customary, in Jesus’ time, for several shepherds to share a sheepfold, or 

night enclosure, for the sheep, in common.  Several shepherds would herd their flocks 

into this common enclosure for the night, and one of them would guard the entrance or 

gate, actually using his own body as the gate, while the other shepherds slept.  Of 

course, it was part of the “gatekeeper’s” duties to guard against wolves as well as 

against the “thieves and bandits” Jesus speaks of. 

In the morning, when the gatekeeper opened the gate of the sheepfold, each 

shepherd would call his sheep, and only the ones belonging to his particular flock would 

recognize his voice, come out, and follow him to pasture for the day.  The sheep would 

not respond to the voice of strangers, or to the voices of the other shepherds.  And so, 

the shepherds kept their flocks sorted out, even after they had bedded them down 

during the night, in one large common flock. 

 

PAUSE 

What Jesus seems to be telling us here is that we are Jesus’ particular flock, and 

that we respond only to his loving and caring voice calling to each of us by name.  We 

may be all mixed up in this world with sheep who don’t belong to Jesus’ flock; but, when 

Jesus calls us, we recognize Jesus’ voice and follow him.  The image of Jesus using his 

own body as the gate to protect us is also an especially apt one. 

Of course, this imagery, along with that of the 23rd Psalm, which we recited 

earlier, and add to it Peter’s phrase about our “going astray like [lost] sheep” poses still 

another cultural difficulty for Americans in particular.  Sheep seem to be not particularly 

bright, or independent; they seem to get confused and lost easily; and we Americans 

don’t like applying those images to ourselves. 

PAUSE 
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Well, just for a moment, let’s suppose that we’ve overcome our cultural ignorance 

about shepherds and sheepherding, and let’s set aside our pride and independence, 

and then visualize ourselves as sheep in Jesus’ flock, tenderly cared for by a 

particularly good Shepherd. 

Fine; that’s a nice image, and maybe it’s an image that makes us feel good from 

time to time.  But on this particular “Good Shepherd Sunday,” in 2020, we have an 

additional difficulty. 

After the events of the past few months, when we’ve been hearing about (and 

maybe even experiencing) the menace of COVID-19, when we’ve been hearing about 

killer tornadoes in various parts of the United States, and when we’ve been hearing 

about continuing shootings and other violence in our communities,…….well, HOW do 

we reconcile all this evil with a loving, caring, Good Shepherd?  How can we believe 

that God in Jesus really calls each of us sheep by name, and loves them, and protects 

them from thieves and bandits and wolves?  It doesn’t seem like Jesus’ sheep, in these 

days at least, are very well protected from evil! 

 

PAUSE 

 

Honestly, there isn’t much that any of us can say to explain these natural and 

man-made catastrophes, or to speak to God’s allowing such things to happen, and we 

certainly can’t offer any glib phrases that will suddenly ease the pain of the victims, or 

their families.  It doesn’t seem that Christianity works that way, much as we might wish it 

did. 

 

PAUSE 
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On the other hand, sometimes I’m really amazed at how our Lectionary works at 

times, how it joins various Scripture readings together.  Today, as we ponder the recent 

dire events here and around the world, it happens to be one of those times. 

 

PAUSE 

 

Our first reading, from the Acts of the Apostles, describes the earliest Christian 

community, and how they came together, shared their possessions in common, and 

worshipped together.  Their joy and generosity won them the “goodwill of all the 

people,” and their number increased every day. 

It seems that this earliest Christian community paints a portrait of a flock being 

lovingly formed by the Good Shepherd. 

But, not long after, Acts describes the reaction of some in the community, to the 

good work of this particular flock.  We hear the story of one of the first deacons, 

Stephen by name, being “rushed upon,” being “dragged out of the city and being stoned 

to death.”  One of Jesus’ sheep………apparently not being protected very well from the 

thieves and bandits and wolves. 

Is there an explanation?  Is there a reason for God allowing this loving, caring 

man to be murdered in the midst of his ministry?  Nope, it’s apparently a story that 

teaches us that bad things often happen to good people. 

PAUSE 
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And our reading from the First Letter of Peter says that suffering pain and death 

unjustly was the fate of the Good Shepherd himself.  “He committed no sin, and no 

deceit was found in his mouth.”  Yet he was sentenced to die a terrible death on a 

Roman cross. 

Do we have an explanation for this?  Oh, the letter goes on to say that Jesus had 

to die because of our sins.  But does this explanation take God off the hook for allowing 

it to happen?  Not really.  Once again, it just seems that bad things happen to good 

people. 

PAUSE 

Well, then, finally, what “good news” can we take with us on this Good Shepherd 

Sunday, 2020? 

Not explanations surely.  Not glib phrases that take away our particular pain, or 

the pain of the COVID-19 victims.  Maybe only that, in the midst of our journey through 

“the valley of the shadow of death,” our Good Shepherd has made this journey before 

us, that he continues to journey alongside us as he shepherds and loves us, and that 

rest, restoration and security are the promises he makes to us, even and especially in 

the midst of Coronavirus, tornadoes, enmity, danger and death. 

And there’s another element that we must focus on today….the fact that this is 

also the 4th Sunday of Easter, the season in which we celebrate the Good Shepherd’s 

resurrection from the dead.  Because, in the end, this key part of our faith is the only 

“Good News” we have….that Jesus has overcome death.  Not that Jesus has taken 

away pain, or suffering, or death.  But that Jesus has taken away the sting of death, and 

that Jesus shares that victory with each one of us. 

So, once more, even in the midst of pain and death, we must proclaim:  Alleluia! 

Christ is risen!  The Lord is risen indeed!  Alleluia!   ……….Thanks be to God! 

                      AMEN.  ALLELUIA! 


