
GOOD SHEPHERD SUNDAY, 2017, MAY 

 This fourth Sunday of Easter always features the 23rd Psalm, the Shepherd’s Psalm, and a 

portion of chapter 10 of the Gospel of John, where Jesus identifies himself as the good shepherd. 

For this reason, this Sunday is sometimes unofficially called Good Shepherd Sunday. For people 

who may not have all that much contact with sheep or shepherds, there is a surprisingly strong 

appeal to these texts and images, isn’t that so?  We may spend much of our days in front of a 

computer screen, but something about the still waters and green pastures and sheep grazing still 

resonates deeply within us.  Phil and I have a friend, named Jim, probably in his early 60s, who 

retired from ministry just a few years ago.  He inherited a farm in Peavey, South Dakota, and 

decided to leave the ministry and become a farmer. He specializes in sheep, but also has cattle, 

goats, and chickens.  He frequently posts pictures of newborn lambs or calves on Facebook,  and 

he named his farm Good Shepherd Farm.  No doubt Phil and I will also someday move to a small 

farming community in South Dakota and become sheep farmers----or quite possibly, NOT!  Yet, 

for all that I know that there are a kazillion reasons that wouldn’t be a good fit for us, when I see 

those baby farm animals there is a strange pull and appeal, probably a romanticized vision, of 

what this rural life of tending sheep would be like.  Such is the enduring appeal of this image of 

sheep and shepherds, and God as our Good Shepherd. 

 The 23rd Psalm is probably the most widely loved and familiar piece of sacred poetry 

within all of world literature.  Frequently we hear it at funerals or memorial services; we spoke it 

together at Terry Berg’s service yesterday.  But, as I pointed out at that service, this psalm is not 

actually funereal in tone---by which I mean, it’s not so much about funeral homes and organs 

playing softly, it’s a nature psalm.  It’s far more like Good Shepherd Farm in Peavy, South 

Dakota than it is like the interior of any chapel.  It speaks about water, pastures, pathways, eating 



and drinking, and is actually more of a robust picture of life, than it is about death.  While we 

undoubtedly find comfort in the final verse about dwelling in God’s presence forever—as well 

we should find comfort---the entirety of the psalm is about living, not dying. 

Another interesting aspect of this psalm, which I just realized anew this past week, was 

that it’s not so much a stagnant picture; not a still life photograph or painting; but more of a 

moving picture, a video chronicling a journey, if you will.  It’s true that the psalmist speaks of 

lying down in green pastures, but for the most part, the words of this poetry indicate a journey, 

someone on the move.  We are moving along pathways.  We are led alongside still waters.  We 

walk through valleys.  Even goodness and mercy follow us all the days of our lives---indicating 

that we are not sitting still, but on the move, and they are following at our heels, like a pair of 

puppies, one friend once suggested.  To the extent, then, that the psalm is a metaphor for the life 

of faith, this life is more of a journey than a prolonged spell of sitting.  A journey that includes 

times of respite, lying in pastures green, but a journey overall, nonetheless.  So, if you have 

tended to associate this psalm with deep solemnity and stuffy air perfumed with funeral flower 

arrangements, think again; take the psalm out, give it a good shake, and recognize that it’s not 

like that at all.  This is an open air psalm about the goodness of our Lord, the Good Shepherd, 

who is on a journey with us, and the fresh wind of Lake Superior is in our faces.   

 Consider also the Gospel lesson from John 10 in this light.  We are hearing about sheep 

and sheep folds, but sheep don’t spend most of their lives in the fold, do they?  They need to 

leave the fold for the nourishment and adventure of the open pasture. This, too, is not so much a 

sedentary picture of the life of faith, as it is the recognition that we, like sheep, need both the 

safety of the fold and the adventure of the open pasture, and our life consists of many transitions 

between those two; not just daily, but in the larger seasons of our lives.  Sometimes we are 



grieving, ill, or limited in ways where we call out for the protection of the sheep fold; other times 

we are ready and raring to go, up for new challenges, or at least for new scenery.  One of the life 

skills that I am certainly still trying to master is transitioning gracefully between these kinds of 

seasons of life; like many others, I find it difficult to do so.  Even adjusting between the rhythms 

of work and vacation can be awkward for me.  Many speak of the difficulty of having to adjust to 

more physical limitations as they age, or the limitations imposed by caring for others, whether 

one’s children or grandchildren or an elderly parent or spouse.  We can’t always roam freely 

through the green pastures as we would like;  sometimes circumstances and responsibilities keep 

us closer to the fold, and other times we are out about at will.  These can be very different kinds 

of life seasons, and  transitioning between these kinds of life seasons and experiences can leave 

us frayed and weary. We can’t seem to get where we’re going, and maybe we can’t even see yet 

where we’re heading.  It’s hard.  Like pushing against a heavy door that won’t easily open into a 

room we can’t yet fully see. 

 And one of the most remarkable things about this passage from John 10 is that Jesus 

identifies himself as the door.  Our NRSV translation reads “gate”, but other translations read 

“door”—the word has both meanings.  We might feel that Jesus is indulging in mixed metaphors 

within John 10.  Later in this chapter, he identifies himself as the Good Shepherd.  But here in 

this part of the chapter, he says, “I am the gate”—or door.  Well, which is he?  Shepherd or Gate-

door?  They’re not the same thing, are they?  Except that in some ancient cultures, and even still 

today, the shepherd and the door or gate to the sheep enclosure were one and the same.  To this 

day in Iran, the shepherd will still lie down at night at the entrance to the enclosure for the sheep 

to be the door as he sleeps.  His body forms the gate of the enclosure, thus ensuring that no 

predators or thieves enter and no sheep leave, with his very body. Jesus, then, is likely picking up 



on this reality when he identifies himself not only as the Good Shepherd, but as the gate, the 

door.  A door that leads both into and out of the sheep fold.  And I can’t help but think that’s 

significant.   

 Think about doors for a moment.  We generally take them for granted.  You’ve gone 

through any number of doors already this morning without giving them a thought, I’m guessing.  

Bedroom, bathroom, car doors.  The doors to the church, the doors into the sanctuary.  There are 

times, though, when we cannot take doors so lightly.  One of those times is when doors are 

closed to us.  That can be true literally---how many of us have stood outside locked car doors or 

house doors realizing we’re without a key?  And how frustrating an experience is that, especially 

since it’s usually our own fault?  And symbolically, doors can also be closed to us; places we are 

not welcome, jobs for which we will not be considered, relationships that aren’t happening, 

options that don’t exist for us….  “that door is closed to me”, we say.  Generally also a 

frustrating feeling, and not necessarily our own fault, but the result of circumstances, sometimes 

unfair circumstances. 

 Furthermore, there are times when walking through a door carries a weight of 

significance.  At one time, a groom carried his bride over the threshold of the door on their 

wedding night, symbolic of a new life beginning together.  Going through a door to interview for 

a job takes guts.  Going through a door into a hospital room or a hospice room takes courage.  

Going through a door where someone we love and have wronged awaits us also means we must 

be brave.   Lots of doors do matter, and sometimes joy awaits us on the other side, and 

sometimes it may be sorrow, anger, or challenge of one sort or another.  Doors can matter. 

 To broaden that picture further, certainly both the past and the future are referenced with 

door ways.  One saying goes, “Today I close the door to the past, open the door to the future, 



take a deep breath, step on through and start a new chapter in my life.”   We close the door on 

some part of the past.  We open the door to the unknown future.  And neither of those is as easy 

to do as they sound.  Those doors can be pretty big and unyielding as noted earlier. Tightly 

though we shut the door to the past, it has a way of easing open again.  Sometimes it feels like 

some issues will haunt us forever. And opening that door to the future may seem like a pretty 

scary proposition.  Because we just don’t know what lies beyond.  It could be amazing; it could 

be awful; quite possibly, it will be both. Yes, those doors, and the transitions they represent, can 

be intimidating and fearsome.  But, what would it mean to us, if we approached those doors with 

the recognition that Jesus said, “I am the door.”   Jesus is the door.  God is present fully with us 

in those transitions.  I’m thinking that might make a huge difference in how we approach doors. 

 Because what are we promised by this Lord who is the door?  Who is our Good 

Shepherd?  Indulging in some alliteration which may function as a helpful memory device for us, 

we are promised these things: protection, provision, and presence.  God’s protection.  God’s 

provision.  God’s presence.  Through every doorway and transition of our lives. 

 We are promised protection.  The Lord who lays down his life for us on the cross, also 

lays down his body to be the door the sheep fold.  We are given the haven of the fold, and the 

strong protection of the Good Shepherd who keeps out thieves and bandits, those who would 

harm us.  Later in John 10, Jesus speaks of how no one can snatch us from His hands; no one.  

Not predators, not cancer, not anxiety, not financial stress, no one can snatch us away from the 

protection of the Good Shepherd.  In a world as scary and full of predators as ours, that’s good 

news. 

 We are also promised provision.  “I shall not want”, says the psalmist in the 23rd Psalm.  

And later, “thou prepares a table before me”, and finally, “My cup runs over.”   There is an 



abundance of provision.  Not promises of extravagance or affluence; but provision.  Our basic 

needs.  The Good Shepherd in John 10 echoes that as he speaks of the sheep being led out to find 

pasture; the nourishment they need.  And although the world around us cries out to us that we 

should be perpetually anxious about being caught short and that there is not enough to go around, 

we are assured of provision. 

 Finally, presence is promised to us.  The presence of the Good Shepherd. This might 

suggest that we never walk through a door by ourselves.  And in the room behind us and the 

room ahead us, God is already there. In the words of the 23rd Psalm,  even if we walk through the 

darkest valley, the valley even of death--we do not fear evil—for God is with us, and we are 

given rod and staff and all means of comfort to assure us of God’s presence. Moreover, God’s 

presence is assured to us in the goodness and mercy that follow us, like puppies running after at 

our heels, all the days of our life.  And then there’s that promise of eternal presence:  “I will 

dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”   

 Protection, provision, and presence; all are ours through the generosity and grace of our 

Good Shepherd.  Out in the pasture; within the fold; through every door between pasture and 

fold, past and future, every transition we face and door we walk through, God protects us, 

provides for us, and is present with us.  And that makes opening those doors that intimidate us or 

frustrate us a lot easier.  Listen to this poem:   

“The Lord is your door, the way to hidden places of life,  

the road to what is eternal, and the path to what is new. 

The Lord will open to you glorious times and places,  

for eating and drinking, for caring and kindness, for breaking of bread. 



The Lord is your door, the way to joyful places, 

To times of childlike spirit, to words of truth and truth, 

A loving imagination and the door to your own free spirit.”   

The Lord is your door.  And your Good Shepherd.  Christ is both shepherd and door for us.  We 

only discover where He leads, by listening for His voice and following.  Amen.  

  

  

  

 


