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Sermon:  John 10: 11-16 (Other sheep)

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

On their way to get married, a young Episcopal couple is involved in a fatal car accident.  They find themselves sitting outside the Pearly Gates, waiting for St. Peter to process them into heaven.  While waiting, they begin to wonder – could they possibly get married in heaven?

When St. Peter showed up, they asked him.  St. Peter says, “I don’t know.  This is the first time anyone has asked.  Let me go and find out.”  And he leaves.

The couple sat and waited.  And waited.  Two months passed and the couple still waited.  While they waited, they discussed that if they were allowed to get married in heaven, what was the eternal aspect of it all.  “What if it doesn’t work?” they wondered, “Are we stuck together forever?”

After yet another month, St. Peter finally returns, looking somewhat bedraggled.  “Yes,” he informs the couple, “you can get married in heaven.”

“Great!” said the couple, “But we were just wondering, what if things don’t work out?  Could we also get a divorce in heaven?”  Red-faced with anger, St. Peter slams his clipboard onto the ground.  “What’s wrong?” asked the frightened couple.  “Oh, come on!”  St. Peter shouts, “It took me three months to find a priest up here!  Do you have any idea how long it will take to find a lawyer?”

So perhaps it’s the priests and the lawyers who are some of the sheep that Jesus said, “do not belong to this fold.”

Funny, isn’t it, how we tend to sort people into two categories:  our fold, and not our fold.  Our type of people.  And those definitely not our type.  We sort using all sorts of characteristics.  Age, physical health, marital status; wealth, religion, politics; appearance, race/ethnicity; education, birthplace.  Some of it we learn at a glance, and a lot of the rest comes out in a few minutes of introductory banter.  Consciously and unconsciously, we all sort people.

When Jesus spoke of other sheep that did not belong to the fold of his disciples, it was very clear what he meant.  The footnote to this verse in the New Oxford Annotated Bible is very succinct.  “Gentiles.”

It was one of the hottest, most controversial issues that Jesus raised.  For the Jews knew that they alone were God’s chosen people.  They were the children of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.  Heirs of the Covenant.  The Mishnah, one of the earliest and most authoritative documents of rabbinic Judaism, states that Gentiles existed for one primary purpose: to fuel the fires of hell.

A little of the debate can be seen in some passages in the NT.  The gospel of Matthew has Jesus say, “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  When the Syro-Phoenician woman asked Jesus for help, he replied that he was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.

As the commentator William Barclay notes, there is much pointing the other way.  Jesus himself stayed and taught in Samaria.  He declared that descent from Abraham was no guarantee of entry into the kingdom.  He praised a Roman centurion, saying that he had never seen such faith in Israel.  It was a Samaritan leper who was the only one to return and give thanks for his healing.  There is Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan.  He commanded his followers to preach the Gospel to all nations.  Jesus was the light of the world, not the light of the Jews.

So who are the Gentiles of our day?  Who do we think of, when we hear the Gospel words, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold”?

Let me share a bit of my own experience with this question.  At my former parish, every six weeks I officiated at burials of the indigent at the Maricopa County White Tank cemetery.  These people had no money, and only on rare occasions any family of record.  The only witnesses to the burial services are members of the sheriff’s chain-gang, who volunteer for this duty.  Their job is to carry the coffin from the hearse to the burial plot, and to use a mechanical device to lower it into the ground.  The chain-gang consists of either all men or all women; 14 prisoners chained at the ankle and 2 unchained.

I used an abbreviated service from the BCP, including one of the five readings from the Gospel of John listed in the Prayer Book.  One of these is our Gospel reading for today:  John 10: 11-16.

We had as few as three burials on a Thursday morning, and as many as ten.  I varied the choice of gospel for the benefit of the prisoners.  But I found that I always used the Good Shepherd reading.  When I came to verse 16, “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must bring them also . . .” I found myself hoping that some would see themselves as these sheep.  That they would realize that Christ has come for them also.

After officiating a few times, I decided I should ask the prisoners, after the services were complete, if I could pray for any of them.  The first time I did this, it was a men’s chain-gang, and I wasn’t sure what to expect.  Whether peer-pressure would keep them from making any requests.  That first time four prisoners asked for prayers.  Ryan asked for prayers for his mother Laurie, for her arthritis.  David wanted prayers for his ex, Christina, for help in her getting off drugs and alcohol.  Mike asked prayers for his mother Barbara, who is alone.  Joe wanted prayer for his mother Francis, his friend Mary and for her son.  For his grandmother Belen in her old age.  And his sister Josette.  In jail and suffering from hepatitis C.

Once, while I was officiating at one of the indigent burials, as the coffin was being lowered, the women inmates began singing a praise song.  I had never heard it before – I found the melody both haunting and lyrical.  After the service I asked about the song, and they told me an inmate wrote it, in the year 2000.  Let me read the words:

There are times when I’m alone

I think of where my life has gone

It’s gone from less to none

How did I make it – that’s when you have come

All those lonely days and nights

Broken friendships, broken lives

All those tears I’ve left behind

How did I make it – that’s when you have come

I get down on my knees and pray

I ask the Lord to guide my way

Lord I’m so tired – tired of all the pain

Don’t leave my side I pray

In your shadow I will stay

Singing praises to your Holy Name

Will you forgive me, and take away my pain?

The chorus, repeated after each stanza is:

Here I am Lord.  What’s your plan Lord?

Will you take my hand Lord

And lead me to the Promised Land?

The song concludes with the final words:  Here we are Lord.

I’m not sure that I think of the chain-gang as being the sheep “not of this fold.”  When I heard their prayer requests, where I heard them sing, when I heard them bless me when I left, I thought they are more likely members of the fold of Jesus’ disciples than I am.  After all, it did take St. Peter three months to find a priest in heaven.

But I know better what it means when Jesus said, “I have other sheep . . . I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.”  The other sheep are those whose life has gone from less to none.  With only a dream of the Promised Land.  Those who do not yet know Jesus.
I wonder how many of you can recite our parish mission statement.  You can find it in the newcomer’s brochure in the pew racks.  It is “to be servants of Jesus Christ, putting his love into action by magnifying God’s Name, proclaiming God’s Word, equipping God’s people for ministry, and caring for God’s world.”
But probably more of you know our vision, because it is short and easy to remember:  Seeking, Serving and Sharing Christ.

Sharing Christ.  “I have other sheep . . . I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.”  Funny how hard we find this.  We are by and large dedicated members of St. Paul’s.  We value our faith, our tradition, and our ministries.  We give of our time and talent and money.   But we have a hard time sharing Christ.  It costs nothing, not a thing.  Just being with another person, and inviting them to join us.

If we want to grow, if we claim to accept the Bible as authoritative in our lives, if we believe that the only fitting response for the gift of faith is to share it, we need to talk to people who are not churched about coming to church.
Because there are many whose lives have gone from less to none, that need to be able to say with us, “Alleluia.  The Lord is risen indeed.  Alleluia.”

Share Christ.  They will listen to his voice.
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