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A couple of years ago, I spent a summer serving as the Director of the Summer Children’s Program at my home church in Chinatown.  I was in charge of overseeing 74 children from 1st to 6th grade with about 10 staff and volunteers.  For those of you who have or are currently working with kids, I’m sure, you know how stressful that can be.  There is never a dull moment in the building.  You always need to be on a constant lookout of the welfare of the kids, with safety always comes first!  


As part of our learning experience, every Friday we would take the kids outside of the classrooms to go on field trips.  We used the city as the extension of our classroom.  Many of those kids’ parents were either new immigrants to this country or they were simply too busy to take them around to places like the Bronx Zoo, Governor’s Island, Central Park Zoo, Brooklyn Children’s Museum, the Transit Museum, Natural Science Museum, Staten Island Ferry, just to name a few.  

As you would imagine, it was no easy task to keep watch with over 70 kids, especially when you’re in public spaces or in the crowded subway.  There’s always a possibility that one of them might get lost or left behind on the subway train….but thankfully that has never happened while under my watch. 


Even though all of our program’s kids were Chinese, they might look similar but at least we could tell them apart from the kids from other programs, that is unless the other programs also happen to be Asian.  So every time we go on these field trips, we would wear these same color-coded T-shirts in order to identify and differentiate our own kids with the other kids.  


All the children and the sheep all kind of look and sound the same, don’t they?  Well, sort of.  There needs to be a special relationship or a bond developed between the Shepherd and the sheep – a special way of communicating and listening to one another’s voice and commands.  The sheep need to be led and not gone astray but for their own safety, they must stay within the constant vigilant watch of the shepherd.  

Throughout the Bible, the image of the Shepherd and his relationship with his flock have been described in numerous places, especially in the Old Testament in the book of Ezekiel (34:23-24) and of course in the Psalms (notably in Psalm 23, which some may even have committed to memory).


In one of his parables, Jesus described the shepherd as being willing to go out of his way to find that one lost sheep, because each one is cherished and valued…worthy to be saved.  Not one shall be lost!!!  

God is willing to do anything possible to go out and rescue that one lost sheep….even by sending God’s only beloved Son as the atoning sacrificial lamb, shedding blood for the salvation of humankind.  

Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep.”
  The good shepherd and the sheep who know each other’s voice integrally. They recognize each other and find their belonging with one another.  

The term “Good” in Greek “kalos”, doesn’t mean the opposite of “Bad” or “Evil”.  It really should’ve been translated as “ideal, model, noble, competent, faithful and praiseworthy”.  The “noble and model” shepherd is someone whom we can trust for his leadership, guidance, protection and care.     

Our passage from the Gospel of John this morning often draws our attention on the relationship between the Sheep and the Shepherd, how we as the sheep are being embraced and protected by the Great Shepherd.  However, we must dig a little deeper beyond the surface and read it from a slightly different perspective – from our perspective as the sheep and our relationship with other sheep, not just those who are already in the same sheep pen but those who are on the outside looking in.  They too are being called by the same voice of the Great Shepherd.
Through our passage today, Jesus unveiled to us a whole new perspective of viewing God’s kingdom and what it means for us to be in relation with others.

In verse 16, Jesus clearly reminded us that we are NOT the only sheep around, we are NOT the only one who are chosen under the Great Shepherd’s care.  These “other” sheep respond to the same command, they breathe the same air, they eat the same grass that God provides. 
 
This was a particular challenge not only for the early church then, but also for us to wrestle with today.  Who is and who isn’t part of the flock under the Great Shepherd.  More importantly who are we to determine one’s eligibility of entry into God’s kingdom?  Who are we to say?

This challenge of welcoming and providing hospitality to ALL reminds us of the foundation of our faith and the church remain as Christ and what He has done for humanity upon the cross.  Jesus did not just gave his life for you and me, he died for ALL of God’s people.  Jesus did not exclude people based on the standards of the day – status, lineage, or physical conditions.
  

In his letter to the early church in the city of Galatia, the Apostle Paul addressed the very same issue with the church that were comprised of Jews as well as Gentiles, yet they were all under the same household of God.  Paul wrote “in Christ Jesus we are all children of God through faith.  As many of us as were baptized into Christ have clothed ourselves with Christ, there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of we are [all] one in Christ Jesus.  And if we belong to Christ, then we are Abraham's offspring, [children] according to the promise.


By Christ’s sacrificial giving of himself, he has made EVERYone and ANYone who hear his voice as One people – under One Faith, One Lord, and One Baptism.  Christ is our common denominator of the body that is indivisible because of our human differences.  Unfortunately time after time we have rejected the voice of the Shepherd who has called us as one flock under his watch.  We’ve exhausted countless energy and resources among ourselves over trivial matters while shamefully disgracing the image and fracturing body of Christ.  

In the 2nd passage that we read earlier from the Acts of the Apostles, Peter was empowered by the Holy Spirit to proclaim this new vision of God’s kingdom, founded upon the resurrected Christ as the cornerstone of our faith, as we strive to maintain the unity of the body of Christ.   

This week, our denomination – the Presbyterian Church (USA), by 2/3 of our 172 Presbyteries, adopted a new confession of faith, known as the Confession of Belhar.  This is a monumental witness that the church has taken to confess that all sheep belong in the same pen, whether it’s black or white, or any shades of grey in between.  Collectively as the church, we confess that there are still works ahead of us to eradicate the sin and the evil of racism in this world, and that this is not just a confession that we adapt to recite but a new way to think of our roles and responsibilities to those around us.


Christ has laid down His life for His sheep.  His work has already been completed and all of us have been empowered and commissioned to do likewise to ALL of God’s sheep, not just those who are already in the sheep pen.  There are many other sheep who are looking in from the outside as well.  As Christ commanded to Peter and to us today “Feed My Lambs!  Tend My Sheep!  Feed My Sheep!”


God has offered us the gift of compassion to tend the sheep, the care for those who are lonely and hurting, to provide spiritual food for all of God’s people, from the youngest lambs to the full-grown sheep, in continual action to nourish and care for their souls, bringing them into the fullness of spiritual maturity. 


The work of rescuing and saving the lost sheep ultimately belongs to God – we are only the facilitators, the “temporary shepherd” of God’s mission for those who are lost or have wandered astray.  The community that Christ envisioned is an opened one and it celebrates its diversity as a gift from God.  

Every time we gather at the Lord’s Table, break bread together, share the water of baptism, we proclaim the unity that we share through the grace and mercy of Christ’s sacrificial work on the cross. This is God’s new and transformative vision for this new Kingdom that is already here and will soon come to fruition.  This is the body to which we have been called and received.  


Shepherds of God, Christ has laid himself as the cornerstone of our faith.  He has offered a new command and imposed a new challenge for us today, as witnesses of God’s love for humanity: 
“Feed My Lambs!  Tend My Sheep!  Feed My Sheep!


In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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