Short Reflection for Sunday 3rd May 2020 The Fourth Sunday of Easter
Christ Church Delgany

Gospel Reading: St John 10.1-10
St John 10.3, 4: The shepherd calls his sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.    
The archbishop 

Most of the sheep we see in our own country are on hillsides and in fields. They seem to stay there day and night, summer and winter. This is not to say that they are always safe. The word: worry has a very particular meaning when it is applied to sheep, that is, when they are worried by packs of dogs. Snow, of course, is yet another danger for sheep. Often, if you look closely at sheep, they have dye painted prominently on their coats. This points to the fact that a particular group of sheep all painted with the same stripe of colour, is a flock belonging to a particular shepherd. One assumes that not only can he or she identify them as his or hers but can also round them up when they are due to move on for different pasturage. We expect that somehow the sheep will respond to the shepherd’s voice and call. 
We are given a different picture, therefore, in The Gospel for today from what we are used to seeing, were we were able to be out and about. We are given an insider’s view of a type of parking lot at night for sheep that belong to different shepherds. There is an arrangement between the gatekeeper and individual shepherds about collecting them to take them out and away for feeding in the daytime and returning them at night. If you are a registered shepherd, you will enter and exit by the gate. This is the point at which you are checked off the database of registered shepherds. This is the point at which the pen containing your sheep is opened for you and they will then come running to meet you as you call them by name. It is a truly delightful picture and in many ways is the origin of our understanding of the word: pastoral.

In its original place, this parable has as much to do with authenticity as it has to do with agriculture. It is about sheep and it is about more than sheep. We begin chapter 10 of St John’s Gospel not with the pastoral scene of shepherd and sheep but with the much darker picture of Pharisees, thieves and bandits. There is a totally different picture running alongside that of sheep safely grazing. It involves illegal entry by thieves and bandits; it involves sheep that have the instinct to run from a present danger, from strangers because they know deep down that someone they do not recognize, someone whose voice they do not recognize is someone to whom they cannot entrust themselves, is someone who will do them harm. Jesus speaks of himself here not as the shepherd calling the sheep out to graze but as the gate offering them protection. This is a powerful image and the sort of image that we need in these days when being in and being out have taken on a totally new meaning for us in the time of the coronavirus. And we are hardly ever out nor can we be as we combine our civic duty with our Christian discipleship.
Many new encounters and relationships are happening at the gate or at the doorstep. People are shepherding one another in utterly wonderful ways, offering assurance and security in regard to the everyday things of life, things that only a few weeks back seemed to look after themselves. But in those days they just did not bring people together in the same ways as they do now. We are in a dangerous and a distressing situation on every front. The society in which we live is not normal. We long and we yearn for something more like what we used to know, something more recognizable, something literally more tangible. It is not here yet. We are not there yet. And safety and security are not the experience of everyone by any means in this new world. Our deepening concern is for mental wellbeing and for those who are literally locked in to situations of abuse and fear in what is their only home when it is in fact hell on earth for them. Many, however, have found new ways of doing old things; and old ways of doing things they never knew or had long forgotten. Let us hope that, as we play our part, each and everyone of us, in the different style of society that God has given us to build day by day, let us hope that the words with which Jesus concludes today’s Gospel hold good for us:

St John 10.10: I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.    
