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I should probably have asked Angus to speak to you all today rather than me, since our gospel reading is all about sheep and he has considerably more experience of shepherding his little flock than I have.  But I’ve done a little bit of research on ancient shepherding methods and discovered something which has meant that, for the first time, the language of our Gospel reading has carried to me a much fuller sense of what Jesus was saying when he claimed that only a thief would enter the sheepfold in any way other than through the gate.  So I simply want to share this one thought with you this morning and then, in the light of that, share a reading of the day’s psalm.
A sheepfold would have been a circular area demarcated by stones placed close enough together as to form a wall.  There was no gate, just a gap, because the shepherd himself formed the gate.  It was a ‘living gate’ and all the more effective because the shepherd would hear any dangers, such as wolves, or bears or thieves, and take action to protect his flock using staff or sling.  The sheep within  would be easily frightened, but when they heard the voice of the shepherd at the gate, they would  know that  they could trust him and they would  feel safe.

So it’s in this context that Jesus speaks of himself as being the gate, and the sheep knowing the shepherd’s voice and following him.  However, the people didn’t have a clue why Jesus was talking about sheep and shepherds, so they asked him to explain.  He made the comparison between the sheep and the people themselves, explaining that he was like the good shepherd who lies in the doorway to keep the sheep safe.  He explained that God looks after us and defends us with his life because he loves us so much.  He hates the thought of us coming to harm, and fights off evil. The shepherd will only use his power to provide wisely and faithfully for those in his care.  In that care they are free to come and go, living out their lives doing what sheep do without panic or confusion.  We can trust God’s voice when he calls us, and follow him without any fear because we know God is always faithful and good and loving.  
The comparison works because we humans are like sheep in the way that we tend to panic and scatter, the way we are so vulnerable to following wrong values, empty and unsatisfying lifestyles, and unprincipled and irresponsible leaders.  Yet in the safe keeping of the Good Shepherd we are set free to live out our lives more truly as ourselves than ever before.
The words of Psalm 23 express it beautifully.  It’s a psalm which you will all know very well – we use it at most funerals acknowledging both the care that exercises over us in this life and the more permanent home we have in God’s safe-keeping in the life to come.  I’m going to read it in a paraphrased version to encourage us to reflect on God the Shepherd as our provider and protector.

God, my shepherd!  I don’t need a thing.  
You have bedded me down in lush meadows, you find me quiet pools to drink from.

True to your word, you let me catch my breath and send me in the right direction.

Even when the way goes through Death Valley, I’m not afraid when you walk by my side.

Your trusty shepherds crook makes me feel secure.

You serve me a feast right in front of my enemies.

You revive my dropping head; my cup brims with blessing.

Your beauty and love chase after me every day of my life.

I’m back home in the house of God for the rest of my life.  Amen.

