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Acts 2:42-47; Psalm 23; 1 Peter 2:19-25; John 10:1-10
In today’s gospel reading, the metaphors of sheep and shepherd are used repeatedly to describe ourselves and Jesus.  Jesus is instructing his followers on how to know if the gates we encounter in life are safe, secure, and of God.  He also assures us that as we follow him, we will know his voice from amid the cacophony of voices in the world that call to us.  And then he offers us abundant life.

Abundant living isn’t hard to find.  It’s a matter of walking through the right doors or gates and following the right voices.  The life of which Jesus is speaking—one that overflows, as we read in Psalm 23—is a life that passes through the grace of God.  For those of us who live in freedom and have free choice, we have few limits on our access to various doorways in life.  But the idea of Jesus being the access door to a new world of living and being is something that people in different forms of bondage tend to appreciate much more than do we.  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer once noted the advantage of celebrating Easter from a prison cell.  You become entirely aware, he reasoned, that the door is the only way out.  More than that:  The door of a cell can be opened only from the outside.  
When Jesus speaks of saving those who pass through the door, he has rescue in mind.  Those who find that door are saved not only from the pernicious activity of phony shepherds on the outside who are aggressively seeking their souls; they’re also saved from a potentially much worse enemy on the inside—the self.

Jesus also cautions those who would sneak through other passageways.  Phony grace and false security and make-believe shepherds abound, and so do misleading doorways.  The following story illustrates grace.  For years St. Anthony’s Catholic Church in San Francisco has served meals to people in need.  Over the doorway to its dining room the church has posted a sign bearing the inscription:  Caritate Dei.  
One day a young mechanic, just released from jail and new to St. Anthony’s, entered the door and sat down for a meal.  A woman was busy cleaning the adjoining table.  
“When do we get on our knees and do chores, lady?” he asked.  “You don’t,” she replied.  “Then when’s the sermon coming’?” he inquired.  “Aren’t any,” she said.  “How ‘bout the lecture on life?”  “Not here,” she said.

The man was suspicious.  “Then what’s the gimmick?”  The woman pointed to the Latin inscription over the door.  He squinted at the sign.  “What’s it mean, lady?”  “Out of love for God,” she said with a smile, and moved on to another table.
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The doorway to grace and abundant living doesn’t offer gimmicks, conditions, or pay-offs.  Jesus lays down his life for his sheep, and he simply says, “Come!”  Come:  pray, eat, drink, and receive from me.  I came so that you might have life and have it abundantly.  Check out the inscription over your next door in life, and before you go through it, ask yourself: 

1. Is this a God place?  Will this be a grace-filled place or am I stepping into danger or repeating old habits that haven’t led to abundant living?

2. Does it offer healing or will it inflict pain, the kind that the world inflicts?

3. Does this relationship offer freedom and unconditional love, or must I give up my soul to feed an ego that brings bondage?

4. Am I afraid to go through this doorway?  It seems as if we often hurl ourselves without thinking through doorways that are familiar, rather than those that are healthy and good.  On the other hand, an old saying goes, “The door we are most afraid to walk through might be the one, the other side of which holds the key to happiness.”  Healthy and good can feel foreign when we are used to dysfunction, striving, unhealthy habits and the voices that the world offers.  We have only to watch “reality tv” to see what the world offers.
If the doorway we encounter is life giving and offers freedom and refreshment for our souls, it is probably a God place.  Thankfully, if we seek to enter the doorway or gate that is Jesus, the shepherd of our souls, we will not be led astray.

Doorways or gates aren’t the only parameter for abundant living with which we are confronted.  Voices abound in our society, more so all of the time.  And many of them call us to our own destruction—of body, mind and spirit.  Jesus says, “The sheep follow the shepherd because they know his voice.  They will not follow a stranger, but they will run because they do not know the voice of strangers.”  
Sheep are amazing animals.  When they hear the voice they know, the voice of the one who protects them and guides them from one pasture to another, or into the barn for food and shelter, they follow and allow themselves to be tended and cared for.  But, if a stranger walks among them and tries to get them to follow him, they keep on grazing, barely looking up.  Or, they might even move away.
The trouble is that the voices of strangers are all around us, in the form of temptation and trouble at the personal level, and even in church, with those who want to divide the Christian community and make it weak.  Sometimes it is easier than it should be to follow the strangers.  We must be constantly on guard.  We must faithfully stay close to the shepherd in prayer, scripture study, and gathering with other sheep to be fed.  If we do this, we will develop an ear for knowing the shepherd’s voice.
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So, what are some of the practical ways we can be sure we are hearing the shepherd’s voice, and not a false, stranger’s voice?  Jesus shows us the way.  He tells us, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”   The questions to always ask, when we are in doubt as to whom or what is calling to us—Jesus or the stranger—is whether the voice is life-giving or not: 

1) Does it call us to ways that can be addictive?  Then it is not life giving.  

2) Does it call us to irresponsible use of money?  Then it is not life-giving.
3) Does it call us to betray our family?  Then it is not life giving.
4) Does it call us to break our baptismal vows (pages 415 to 417 in the prayer book), marriage vows, or ordination vows?  Then it is not life giving.  

Abundant life comes from the voice of the shepherd, Jesus.  Anything else falls short or leads us astray.  There is one other test to use when telling the difference between the voice of the shepherd and the voice of the stranger (or perpetrator, or false prophet, or the one who would steal your soul).  
The voice of the shepherd, Jesus, is a voice of acceptance.  It does not judge unfairly, or make ridiculous demands, and it does not try to leave people out.  The voice of the shepherd, Jesus, does not call us into community compounds that take away our freedoms.  Nor does the voice of the shepherd call us to divisive behaviors.
The voice of the shepherd calls out to all people.  Jesus wants more sheep, not fewer.  Jesus wants abundant life for all people, not just the ones we, or some stranger, think should receive it.  How can we be sure?  In 1 John, we read that it is God’s will that all be saved.  And then listen to the gospel yet again:  “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”   Abundantly.  That means the good things in life for everyone:  love, joy, peace, truth, and life with Christ at the center.  (A bit different from what the world views as the “good life,” isn’t it?)  
And from our first lesson in Acts:  “And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.”  Added to their number…that means more and more sheep.  Part of what the sheep of Christ do is to make it easier, not harder, for more sheep to enter the fold.
Hear the voice of Jesus the shepherd, walk through the door to green pasture, and help Jesus establish the Kingdom of God here and now by inviting others to come, see, hear, and then taste, as all of the sheep gather together, in love, with one another, to worship and celebrate.  And then eat and drink and be satisfied in your souls, from the very life of the shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep.

*Sources:  Synthesis, Easter 4, 2008,

                  Peter W. Marty in The Christian Century (April 17, 1996).
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