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Scripture: Psalm 23; John 10:11-18 

 

 This Sunday is designated “Good Shepherd” Sunday in the cycle of the church year. It 

always falls on the 4
th

 Sunday of Easter. I don’t know why that is exactly, but it’s a tradition that 

goes back for centuries. And the image of the shepherd of Israel is a powerful one in scripture. 

King David is said to have written the 23
rd

 Psalm that identifies God as the Shepherd and is 

beloved by generations of Christians.  

 

 And David is depicted as a shepherd before he’s discovered by Samuel. He’s the 

youngest of Jesse’s sons and not really expected to amount to much. As the youngest he’s been 

exiled to the fields to look after the sheep instead of having any of the higher profile jobs in the 

family. That’s one of the more surprising dimensions of this image. Being a shepherd isn’t a 

powerful or exciting role in society. It’s humble; it’s a job that depends on a person’s ability to 

respond to the needs of others, a job that elevates compassion above power. 

 

 So it makes sense that Jesus would identify with that role. In John’s gospel he announces 

to his listeners that he is the Good Shepherd, the true shepherd of Israel. It’s important to 

remember that he’s not speaking here to his disciples. This occurs just after he has been 

criticized by the religious leaders for healing on the Sabbath a man born blind. Jesus implies that 

the leaders themselves are the ones who are truly blind. And here he gives them another 

backhand criticism by claiming the title of Shepherd for himself.  

 

 There’s a lot of history and theology behind this passage. Too much to unpack in a 

sermon. But the part I find especially intriguing is Jesus’ claim, “I have other sheep that do not 

belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.” The writer of the 

gospel may be projecting to a future where the gospel is carried out of Judea into the Gentile 

world. But how are we included? We don’t literally hear Jesus’ voice, so how do we hear it? 

 

 And that’s really the most important question. We spend our lives so bombarded by the 

voices of others calling us, distracting us, telling us what our priorities should be that we have 

little attention left to listen for Jesus’ voice. Society tells us fulfillment and happiness depend on 

what we produce and consume, on our privilege and status. But we’ve followed those voices and 

found over and over how hollow they are. They lead us down paths that leave us empty and 

wondering why we feel so lost.  

 

 I’ve been reading a book recently by the wonderful early 20
th

 century spiritual writer 

Evelyn Underhill. She has a way of expressing her wisdom that cuts to the heart of what our 

problem is and offers a way through our confusion to find the peace we long for. This book is 

called Practical Mysticism and it’s directed toward every day people who are looking for a 

deeper meaning in their lives. She defines mysticism as “the art of union with Reality.” The 

question is which reality; the one we construct when we listen to the voices of the world calling 

us to its priorities or the one being offered through the call of Christ?  

 



 As I said, we’ve tried following the first. We’ve drifted along aimlessly in our 

commitment to the reality we construct. Why not try to apply ourselves to the other, to the reality 

revealed through Christ? To do that we have to unlearn everything we’ve been taught. We have 

to let go of rules and systems, dogmas and assumptions. We have to learn how to turn off the 

voices we hear around us and carry within us and become still, become quiet at the center of our 

being. 

 

 Underhill calls this first step, this stillness, recollection. We have to re-collect ourselves, 

gather in the frayed threads of our frenzied lives and bring our thoughts and awareness to a 

single point of focus. She writes, “You, in the preliminary movement of recollection, are saying 

your first deliberate No to the claim which the world of appearance makes to a total possession 

of your consciousness.” The world wants to make us its own, but we are claimed by Another.  

 

 This struggle between the world and the Divine has been going on within us for as long 

as humans have been aware. We hear it expressed in the Psalms through the command to “be still 

and know that I am God.” We have always struggled with this. And resolving that inner conflict, 

listening for the Shepherd’s voice is done through meditation, through the deliberate practice of 

paying attention to our breathing, living in the moment, being here now.  

 

 That may sound simple, but it takes practice. It’s not easy to shut off the voices we carry 

around in our heads, that swirl of thoughts that can lead us down one path after another, 

projecting us into the future, re-living the past, calling us away from this moment to concerns 

that are out of our control. It’s frustrating learning to listen for the Shepherd’s voice.  

 

 In fact, it’s easy to convince ourselves that we’re really not cut out for that sort of thing. 

That’s just navel gazing and a waste of time or too esoteric and hard to grasp. But what we find 

revealed in Jesus’ ministry, what is really the good news, is anyone can do it. Jesus doesn’t call 

spiritual masters and philosophical gurus. He calls ordinary people living workaday lives and 

invites them to follow. And they struggle. They misunderstand. They become afraid. But through 

all that they learn to trust, to focus, and finally to listen. All they ever needed was a desire for 

meaning and willingness to follow. Some of you may have come to the mindfulness meditation 

sittings that are held here on Monday and Wednesday evenings. It’s a good place to begin 

learning how to listen. Even if you can only attend once or twice a month it’s worth the effort 

and you’ll find it helpful. 

 

 When Jesus says, “I have other sheep who do not belong to this fold,” could it be he’s 

talking about you and me? And if that’s true, isn’t it time we started listening? Isn’t it time we 

learned to be still? Jesus called his disciples to a life of compassion and justice. He called them 

away from their narrow focus on their own lives to expand their horizons and raise their vision, 

to see the world in a new way and be transformed from indifference to love. Listening for his 

voice isn’t meant only to give us hope; it’s meant to be a source of hope for the world as well. 

When we listen to Jesus’ voice and become part of the fold we become agents of compassion, we 

respond to his voice through acts of generosity and justice.  

 

 That’s how the world is changed. That’s how even the voices that distract us now can be 

redeemed. By learning to act in ways that reveal God’s compassion and justice the voices calling 



us to preserve our status and protect our privilege will become fainter and fainter. Until finally 

the only voice we hear will be the Shepherd calling us to the flock, calling us into community, 

calling us home. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


