“The Shepherd’s Voice”
Date: May 15, 2011 Place: Lakewood UMC
Text: John 10:1-10 Theme: shepherd, listening,
Occasion: Easter 4, Year A
Numbers. Our lives are filled with numbers. Eaclryee file our income

taxes. Nowthat's an exercise in numbers, to end all numbers gaReges upon
pages of numbers: earned numbers, spent numbgested numbers and saved
numbers. When it is finally prepared, we send fttofthe IRS with our Social
Security number on it.

The IRS takes all those numbers and puts themairdomputer, along with
the numbers of thousands upon thousands of otlogigelo them, we become a
number.

The government knows us by our tax number. Thes $¢abws us by our
drivers license number. The bank knows us by ooo@tt number. And when we
retire, we’ll be remembered by our Social Secuniiynber. And on and on it goes.
In fact, sometimes | wonder if anybody knows ualatwithout a number!

And that’s why this morning’s Gospel lesson is gmiicant, because it tells
us that God knows us. God knows us intimately,act + better than we know
ourselves. And that’'s important to remember. Inespf the fact that the image of
sheep and shepherd are foreign to our experieheayords of the Gospel lesson
are sweet music to our souls. We long to heargbateone really knows us, and
loves us.

The Old Testament writer put it even more clearhew he wrote, “The Lord
is my Shepherd, | shall not want.” Jesus saysist ittorning, My sheep hear my
voice, and | know them and they follow me, andviegihem eternal life.”

Jesus says that his sheep know the sound of hee.vbhey will follow him

and no one else. How do sheep learn the souncedhtbpherd’s voice? Simply by
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spending a lot of time with the shepherd. They lmswoice often. They cannot be
fooled by the sound of other voices. They will éo¥l only the sound of their
master.

We live in a world, today, that literally has thansls of voices screaming at
us, all vying for attention. “Easy sex with no respibility,” shout our movies and
tv shows. “Live the life-style of the rich and fao® or else you're a nobody,”
declares Hollywood. “Live for today and forget tomomw,” says a cacophony of
voices. “Take care of number one, nobody elsevgbes the popular advice.

Are these the voices of Jesus speaking? Hardly.y®ndhey are the voices
that are clamoring for our attention every day. Hoam we hear the voice of the
Good Shepherd in the midst of all this noise? Unles return to a life of prayer
and reading the Bible, we soon forget what the d>8bepherd’s voice sounds
like.

| am amazed at the number of times | have founcethyssituations where |
didn’t know how to respond to a person - whethewas a crisis, or a counseling
situation, or just a personal conversation. Butbee | had spent time in prayer at
the beginning of that day, words came out of my tmdliat surprised even me.

The person said, “that was so helpful.” Or, “thasweautiful.” It seemed to
both of us that God had spoken. | share that exanmalt to boast about myself,
because I'm not that smart to know the answerseoyene’s problems. But | share
that example to share that often-times, by spensamge quality time with God in
prayer, His voice comes to us, at just the time weed to hear it.

This doesn’t happen just to me. It happens to n@mystians that I've talked
to. It is as though God is speaking through thempé&dple have told me that ‘on a
hunch’ they went next door to talk to a neighbarttey called a friend that they
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hadn’t spoken to in a long time.

And that person marveled at the visit or the phcaié “How did you know
that | needed someone to talk to? You came atlibelate perfect time.” That kind
of thing happens, often, to the person who speimas in prayer with the Good
Shepherd, who directs their feet, and their hanus$ their mouths. The sheep
recognize the voice of the shepherd, and are daitilow.

In her bookThe Preaching Lif@arbara Brown Taylor tells of a conversation
she had with a friend, who grew up on a sheep farthe Midwest. According to
him, sheep are not dumb at all. “It is the catdachers who are responsible for
spreading that ugly rumor, and all because sheemtbehave like cattle.

“Cows are herded from the rear, by shouting cowheyis cracking whips.
But that will not work with sheep at all. Stand bwhthem making loud noises, and
all they do is run behind you, because they prefée led.

“You push cows, her friend said, but you lead sheam they will not go
anywhere that someone else does not go first, yathelr shepherd, who goes
ahead of them to show them that everything isigttitr’

Sheep know their shepherd, and their shepherd knhiogra. Do you know
the sound of Jesus’ voice? Can you recognize heg\above all of the other voices
calling to you? Are you spending time in His Wofe you spending time with
Jesus in prayer? Are you learning to listen for Hige?

Jesus’ followers recognize his voice, because bisevis so familiar. They
discern its cadence; they remember its reassuhyitpms. Over and over again, in
times of distress and pain, when they were not gweg could take one more step
along the pathway of suffering or trial, Jesuskepwords of comfort to them:

“Peace, | leave with you. My peace | give to yaiblnot give to you as the world
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gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and dblet them be afraid.” (John
14:27)

Many times, when their faith faltered, and thesion grown dim, Jesus has
reassured has them: “Do not let your hearts bebledu Believe in God, believe
also in me.” (John 14:1) when they were uncertéiifeds purpose, confused about
what makes life good and true, he has called theswa“this is my commandment,
that you love one another, as | have loved yowhi(J15:12)

Even when they stood at the rim of death’s cangtarjng with grief into its
violet depths, ever and over he has spoken to thfemope: “I am the resurrection
and the life. Those who believe in me, even thotigly die, yet will they live.”
John 11:25

At every bend in the road, in every predicamenh@lithe way, they have felt
Jesus’ presence and have heard his familiar wéitishe days of their lives, He
has been the Good Shepherd, and they know his.voice

In the flurry of voices that fill the world, thelfowers of Jesus listen for the
sound of the voice they know best, the voice thataks compassionately,
mercifully, lovingly, hopefully. When they hear $hvoice - but only this voice -
they follow. They do not respond to the voices thrger, to the voices of
bitterness, judgment, hatred and strife.

But it is more than familiarity that causes thddwalers of Jesus to recognize
his voice. Jesus calls his sheep by name and kads out. The voice of Jesus
speaks personally and commandingly. The voice eltisles not spoken over a
public address system, making a vague general acement for all the world to
hear. The voice of Jesus speaks to each one, lgvoalling out each name,

summoning each and every person to follow.
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The voice of the shepherd is there whispering Hie Ifor us. Calling us,
wooing us into an ongoing relationship. His voiseot as annoying as the Verizon
Guy, so you won't hear Jesus say, “Can you heanone?” But if your heart and
soul are tuned to Christ, you will hear the voi€¢he shepherd. Are you listening?

Let us pray.
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