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Hello, and welcome to my meditation for this week!  Today, the lectionary directs us to the 

gospel of John once again, the great gospel of the Season of Easter, and we encounter one of 

Jesus’ seven famous ‘I am’ statements.  Today, Jesus says, “I am the Good Shepherd.”  Next 

Sunday, is known as ‘I AM’ Sunday and this is a little background!  Elsewhere, Jesus says, 

“I am the Bread of Life, “I am the Resurrection and the Life,” “I am the Light of the World,” 

“I am the Gate,” “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life,” and “I am the True Vine.”  That 

unique phrase, ‘I am,’ can be found twice in Mark and Luke.  ‘I am’ is used five times in the 

gospel of Matthew.  But [are you ready for this?], ‘I am’ is used forty-six times in John, 

where it becomes both thematic and doctrinal.  Of course, in the world of the Bible, ‘I AM’ 

goes back to the story of Moses in the Book of Exodus, and that mysterious phrase, YHWH – 

the Tetragrammaton: “I AM who I AM, says the Lord” (Exodus 3:14), the name that can’t 

even be pronounced!  Come, let us open our hearts, minds, and spirits to the great ‘I AM’ of 

Easter’s new life; let us do that now in prayer: 

 

Shepherd of all:  in leading your flock, you show us the power of your powerless love.  

Teach us more about your love in this time that, ever guided by your wisdom, we may 

learn to better care for your flock.  Amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU291 ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ 

 

And, so, to today’s ‘I AM’ statement and a reading from the gospel of John (chapter 10, 

verses 11-18), a reading that’s been captioned, ‘Jesus the Good Shepherd’ – 

 

Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the 

sheep.  The hired hand, who is not the shepherd, and does not own the sheep, sees the 

wolf coming, leaves the sheep and runs away, and the wolf snatches the sheep and 

scatters them.  The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not really care for 

the sheep.  But I am the good shepherd.  I know my own and my own know me, just as 

God knows me and I know God.  And I lay down my life for the sheep.  I have other 

sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must bring them also, and they will listen to my 

voice.  So, there will be one flock, one shepherd.  For this reason, God loves me, 

because I lay down my life in order to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I 

lay it down of my own accord ... I have received this command from God.” 

 

 

Sermon: ‘Hired or Inspired?’ 

Loving God, you are our Good Shepherd; lead us now in, and for, your will.  Amen. 

   

The 4th Sunday in the Season of Easter has been dubbed ‘Good Shepherd Sunday’ because 

the lectionary readings for this Sunday always feature biblical stories of shepherds and sheep.  

Well, let’s start today’s experience by putting all of that into a context that makes sense for 

us here in 21st-Century Canada.  Let’s start by remembering that the Bible comes out of an 

agrarian (farming), pastoral world, where you couldn’t find a smokestack, or a motor, if you 
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searched for a week!  And let’s also remember that the Bible comes out of a nomadic 

(wandering) lifestyle that was completely based upon woolly-clad, cud-chewing, mutton-

bearing, quadrupeds– sheep!  Now, as far as it goes, that’s not ‘baaaad’ as a definition for a 

sheep, is it – a woolly-clad, cud-chewing, mutton-bearing, quadruped?  Well, in that time 

long before the Mighty Big Box store, where you can get everything, sheep were food for the 

Ancient Israelites, they were clothing, they were a whole lifestyle on legs!  And, within that 

world, the shepherd was absolutely crucial in terms of safeguarding the entire system.   

    

Well, if that’s what used to be important, what would be our modern equivalent for a 

shepherd be?  How about an auto mechanic since cars have become such a seemingly 

indispensable part of life?  Or, how about a computer technician since computers have also 

become so important?  In this time of pandemic, how about a doctor?  Now, what would you 

think about a minister – could they be shepherds of the 21st-Century?    I don’t know!  But I 

do know that I once heard an argument between three boys in a playground.  The first boy, a 

doctor’s son, said, “My Dad makes tons of money!  He operates for one hour and he makes 

$5,000!  The second boy, a lawyer’s son, replied, “That’s nothing, guys!  My Dad goes to 

court for half an hour, and he makes $10,000!”  That’s when the third boy, a minister’s son, 

chirped up, “Well, you know what?  My Dad talks for fifteen minutes on Sunday morning, 

and it takes four grown men to carry all the money to him!”   

   

The fact remains that life in the 21st-Century is so different from life in the biblical world 

that, in many ways, there’s just no comparison!  However, in terms of the spiritual realities 

that we face as humans – dealing with fear, doubt, and hopelessness – life really hasn’t 

changed that much at all!  You see, spiritually speaking, a shepherd is anyone who nurtures, 

or protects, the work of God’s love in creation, and that’s as crucially important a job today 

as it’s ever been!  That’s why Jesus makes two important distinctions in today’s gospel text 

about all that.  First of all, Jesus says, there’s a huge difference between being a genuine 

shepherd, someone who safeguards God’s love through the height and depth and breadth of 

their lives, and being simply being a hired hand, someone who only acts at certain times, and 

only for a certain reward.  Then, secondly, Jesus says that there’s a huge difference between 

someone who’s hired and someone who’s inspired.  Jesus says, “I have other sheep that do 

not belong to this fold,” and so we recognize that there are ways of knowing God that we, on 

our own, could never even imagine.  Therefore, we have to simply live God’s love to the best 

of our abilities, and not live out our own judgments about what that is or isn’t!   

 

Of course, there are many parts of John’s gospel that would seem to be more about living 

judgment than living love.  I’m thinking here, for example, of the place in John’s gospel 

where Jesus says, “No one comes to the Father but through me” (Jn. 14.6).  Or, how about 

the place in John’s gospel where Jesus says, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life.  

Whoever disobeys the Son will not see life but must endure God’s wrath” (Jn. 3:35-36)?  

Well, how are we to understand statements like that which seem to go against the Synoptic 

Tradition (what Matthew, Mark, and Luke portray Jesus saying), or, for that matter, what 

Jesus actually did?  How are we to deal with people who don’t share our beliefs?  What 
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about Jesus’ golden rule, that we should always seek to love our neighbours as ourselves?  

And how do all the exclusive statements in John ‘fit’ with the Bible’s larger story of a God 

who gives, and gives, and gives, only to find an endless supply remaining because, of course, 

God’s love knows no end?  So, we come to a place that’s crucially important if we’re going 

to read John’s gospel helpfully in the 21st-Century:  we need to recognize that there is a 

world of difference between John’s factual meaning, the understanding that comes from a 

literal reading of the words, and John’s actual meaning, the understanding that’s based upon 

the metaphors, and the traditions, and the various contexts, to which those words point.  If 

our understanding of God can sometimes look like a lot of muddy water from a thirsty 

sheep’s perspective, one thing at least should be crystal clear on this 4th Sunday in the Season 

of Easter:  Jesus, our Good Shepherd, laid down his life, and then was given it back in 

fullness, that we might see, and come to feel, the power of Easter that God is holding for you 

and for me right now.  You see that power is calling us to lay down the self-serving claims 

that our own egos make; that power is calling us to live in community as we seek to live in 

relation to God’s will; that power is calling us to experience God’s love as we go about its 

work; that power is calling us to be ‘inspired,’ and not simply be ‘hired!’   

 

The amazing preacher and writer, Barbara Brown Taylor, has told what I find to be a 

mesmerizing story about all that – it’s called “The Shepherd’s Flute.”  On that infamous last 

night, one night in time and space that would change all time and space, the Good Shepherd 

fed his flock.  He was always feeding them!  And then, with the sound of his soothing flute 

playing sweetly in their ears, the sheep all fell fast asleep.  But, as they slept, they shared a 

horrible dream:  a vicious, ravenous pack of wolves came out from a dark forest, with saliva 

drooling over razor-sharp teeth.  That pack of wolves led their Good Shepherd away to a hill 

on the edge of town, where they tore him to shreds.  Dreamlike, the flock of sheep drew 

together for safety, for warmth, for comfort, and they stayed like that for 2 nights and a day, 

not daring to move, not daring to think.  They began to wonder if they’d starve to death 

before the wolves came back to finish them off.   

  

But then, on the third morning, they heard a sound, a very familiar sound.  Was it the sound 

of their Good Shepherd’s flute?  Far away at first, it drew nearer and nearer, until, at last, it 

woke them from their sleep, and they found they were standing once again in the very 

presence of their Good Shepherd.  Everything was the same, and yet, everything had 

changed.  Looking around, the sheep began to realize what had happened:  they had fallen 

asleep as sheep, but they had woken up as shepherds!  Then the Good Shepherd gave them 

all flutes, just like his own, and said, ‘Go and take care of my other sheep – do for them what 

I have done for you!’  And he played them a little tune, which the sheep all copied as they 

become shepherds themselves! 

 

How about you and me?  Are we hired or inspired?  Are we going to take up the totally 

unique shepherd-role that God would give us this very day?  Let’s turn back to God in prayer 

now as we seek to answer that question; come, let us pray once again: 
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Loving God, we stand in awe of your Easter hope – that you would ever lead us beside 

peaceful waters, that you would guide us in the right pathways, that your goodness and 

mercy would follow us through whatever happens in life – that, surely, is grace beyond 

deserving!  So, turn us, Eternal One, into shepherds of your love this morning!   

 

Forgive us for treating you, our spirits, or your ‘sheep of other folds’ as though they were 

materials to be bartered and traded.  Instead, turn our hands into inspired hands that we may 

serve, and pray, and work, and learn, in ways that don’t tarnish your values!  And so, too, 

turn our misguided judgments, the ways we have scarred people or creation, into genuine 

yearning for your will, not our own!  Turn our pale, thin faith into the vibrant colours of your 

faith, and roll all the stones of doubt from our path, that we may find the confident, yet 

gentle, assurance that only comes from relationship with you!   

 

Now, O God, we pray for all the people who are facing hardship right now, and all the places 

where there’s strife and tension … may our prayers of supplication in some way become 

tangible, concrete forms of support for them!  We also pray for humankind’s struggle with 

the COVID virus, that those who work in health care may be strengthened, that vaccines may 

be distributed fairly around the world, and that this pandemic may be ended.  In the silence of 

the next moments, O God, receive the deep burdens that our spirits bear today ... moment of 

silence.   

 

All that I have named with my words, all that lies yet too deep for words to touch, we bring 

to you, God, as we take those words that Jesus once taught us, and pray together a 

contemporary spoken version of Christ’s Prayer: 

 

Holy God, who is heaven:  hallowed be your name, followed be your way and done be 

your will throughout creation.  Feed us with the bread that we need for today and 

forgive us for the hurts that we cause others, even as we learn to forgive those who hurt 

us.  Strengthen us in times of temptation and free us from the grip of all that is evil, for 

you reign in the glory of the power that is love, now and forever, amen. 

 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU273 ‘The King of Love My Shepherd Is’ 

 

 

Accept us now as your willing sheep, O Loving God, and, in the miracle of Easter, turn us 

into your willing shepherds, that your ‘kin-dom’ may come, and that Easter’s new life may 

shine its light on all!  Amen. 

 

 


