Easter 4B. April 21, 2024. Faith Episcopal Church, Poulsbo, WA. Acts
4:5-12. Psalm 23. IJohn 3:16-24. John 10:11-18.

11 ‘T 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 and leaves the sheep and runs away—and the wolf
snatches them and scatters them.'“The hired hand runs away because a hired
hand does not care for the sheep.'‘I am the good shepherd. I know my own
and my own know me, ' “just as the Father knows me and I know the Father.
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 the Father loves me,
because I lay down my life in order to take it up again.'*No one takes it from
me, but [ lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I
have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my
Father.’

The Sermon

Some 25 or so years ago in a beautiful Philadelphia cathedral, I listened to a
professional choir and orchestra present Johann Sebastian Bach’s Mass in B
Minor. I will never forget that day.

This mass 1s a long, monumental, complex and extremely beautiful work.
Like our Sunday liturgies, there is a Kyrie (Lord have mercy), a Gloria
(hymn of praise), and the Creed, as well and the Holy, Holy, Holy and Lamb
of God sung before Communion. Bach never intended this work to be sung
in a church service. It was a massive audition piece he wrote as part of a job
application. It would make a worship service last 2 2 to 3 hours at least.
Not your every Sunday fare!

But someone decided it would be meaningful to sing the B Minor Mass in
the context of worship. They invited a priest, a Eucharistic minister, and
lectors to read the lessons and Gospel, preach a sermon, and celebrate
Communion. Lovely, we thought; we could spend three hours with such
beautiful music. The men who led worship dressed in their finest robes,
brought three acolytes, and planned the most elaborate and beautiful service
they could, including clouds and clouds of sweet-smelling incense. Now
you have to watch incense around singers, but they seemed to do alright.
Folks suffering from asthma had probably left the church long ago. I sat in
the front row and was surprised to see the thurifer [the man with the incense



burner] ADD more incense to the already heavily burning censor, but “so be
it,” [ thought. The thurifer left the large chancel to enter a smaller hallway
with his burner smoking.

The choir began to sing the Nicene Creed, “I believe in God the Father
Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.”

Suddenly little emergency strobe lights began to flash and a loud,
authoritative recorded voice began, “An emergency has been detected in
this building; please leave the building immediately and do not re-enter
until authorized to do so.” This announcement repeated itself over and
over about every 7 to 8 seconds. Orchestra, choir and clergy were guests
using an unfamiliar building. No one had thought of the smoke alarm.

People began to fidget. The priest stood up rigidly and said it was probably
the incense and sat back down stone-faced. We waited. A few people began
to talk. Some got up and went to the restroom. Within half an hour,
everyone was milling about — like sheep without a shepherd — firetrucks had
come and gone, there was no fire, but the alarm continued to blare. No one
had a key to the control box to turn off the horrible voice. Some people left
the building and went home, not waiting to be authorized to re-enter.

Finally, the conductor summoned the choir and orchestra. Professional
musicians have to be paid, after all, so why delay any longer? The only way
out of this was to sing. The sopranos bravely began, but the awful voice
continued, “An emergency has been detected in this building; please
leave the building immediately and do not re-enter until authorized to
do so.”

The choir had a few problems focusing, but they soon began to follow their
leader. The conductor’s baton was his voice and the musicians knew it
well. As the conductor-shepherd faithfully moved his baton in a cross-
shaped motion, the choir eventually seemed to tune out the awful voice of
the machine which blared on and on. They began to rally.

The hardest part was when, in the creed, they had to sing very softly, “was
crucified under Pontius Pilate, suffered and was buried.”

But what came next was terrific! Bach spares no instruments and the choir
sings at the top of their voices, “et resurrexit tertia dia,” “and he rose again
on the third day.” The little flock of choir and orchestra drowned out the
fearful voice of the world, drowned out the voice of misplaced fear, of
religious intentions run amok, of automation out of control.



Alleluia, Christ is risen! (Congregation: the Lord is risen indeed, alleluia!)

- + -

In today’s Eastertide Gospel, Jesus talks about how he knows his followers
and they know his voice and follow him. Jesus was not a shepherd, as far as
we know, but he put himself in the shepherd role following the long tradition
of his people to see kings, leaders and teachers as shepherds and their
followers and students as sheep. Now, none of us wants to be a sheep.
Sheep are notoriously stupid and stubborn. John Muir, once hired to assist a
shepherd, said he’d rather herd wolves than sheep. I’ve tried, without the
help of a dog, to move just a few sheep out of a garden. Very difficult!

Even if we don’t want to admit how we might sometimes be sheep, we ARE
invited to listen to Jesus’ voice and to follow it. He warns us against the
wolves who try to steal, scatter and kill. For sheep, a prowling wolf can
separate a weak animal from the flock and make quick work of killing it.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” sang David,
remembering his battles with animals who wanted to take his sheep,
remembering battles with enemies: military and spiritual. Like the shepherd
king of Israel, we also face wolves that stalk us.

Such a wolf may come at us with words like these: “You do a lot, I know,
but you can never do enough. You can’t even go through the day without an
impure thought, without a harsh word, without caring for your neighbors
fully and completely. You don’t really trust in God enough, nor do you love
God with your whole heart. In fact, some of you trust more in yourself than
in Jesus!

“Then, of course, there are so many evils in the world; you can’t possibly fix
them, so, well, just forget about them. If you can’t even make a dent in
suffering, try to ignore it.”

The wolves of illegal drugs, hateful speech, or disrespect of our partners,
parents or children rob our world, rob our families, rob our souls of the life
Jesus offers.

- + -

In today’s Gospel, Jesus says, “I know my own and my own know me.” 1
am the Good Shepherd who protects you when the wolves stalk. Jesus



gathers us beneath the cross and at the door of the empty tomb, and at every
Holy Communion, at every birth and baptism, every death and funeral.

Just as a good sheep dog can help the shepherd greatly, other people assist
our Lord in calling us to the green pastures of abundant life. It’s important
whose voice we choose to follow — the mechanical fire alarm or the
conductor with the baton; the persistent, loud bully or the peacemaker.

Many of us have questions, doubts, fears about what we believe, about how
our world is today. It’s important to face those questions; they can lead to
spiritual growth. Wise friends who travel this journey of life with us can
help. Wisdom can come from many sources, not only from our church and
family, but from our friends and their spiritual traditions, from our capable
thinkers, from good teachers, thoughtful writers.

How do we decide which voice to follow?

That’s a great question. And I’d like to answer it in as simple a way as |
can. The voice must lead us to a life of love and caring, as Jesus loved and
cared for his followers and those he met along the way. A life not fooled by
faulty fire alarms of fear, but rather a life that will sing against that fear and
proclaim the resurrection, Christ’s abundant life. A life as words from the
first letter ascribed to John which we heard this morning;:

“Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and
action....And this is [God’s] commandment, that we should believe in the
name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has
commanded us. All who obey his commandments abide in him, and he
abides in them.”

May God grant us such an abiding life of love, glad and generous hearts, and
good-will among all whom God give us as companions on this journey.
Then, we can pray with the shepherd-king David, “Surely your goodness and
mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in the house
of the Lord forever.” Amen.

May the peace of God which passes all human understanding keep your
hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, our Good Shepherd.



