
Sunday, May 3rd, 2020  
Worship Materials 
4th Sunday of the Easter Season 
 

 
So why are you reading this today? 
● Just because that’s what you always do now for church? 
● Just because it’s something that makes you feel good about yourself and somehow 
more worthy than if you weren’t doing it? 
● Just because you wanted to be doing the same thing some of your friends are doing 
right now too? 
All of those are OK as far as they go, but none of them is enough. 
If those are the only reasons you are doing this, the only reasons you ever do this, then 
there’s something missing for you. 
What’s missing is God! 
Don’t miss out on God! 
I can’t guarantee you that you’ll knowingly encounter God with me today, 
but I can guarantee you that it won’t happen unless you open up to make some room 
for God in your heart and your spirit. 
So let’s do that - - - Open up to the possibility that maybe – just maybe – the God who 
always finds you, will be found by you in these words today. 
 

 
Gathering Prayer 
 
The Psalm today is the 23rd Psalm.  It’s so familiar that perhaps one way to let it sink in 
to our spirits a bit is to use a whole different metaphor than that of sheep and 
shepherd.  Here’s one I have encountered: 
 

God is like my Mommy.  
My Mommy holds my hand;  

I’m not afraid.  
She takes me to school in the mornings;  

she lets me play in the playgrounds and the parks;  
she makes me feel good.  

She shows me how to cross the streets,  
because she loves me.  

Even when we walk among the crowds and the cars,  
I am not afraid.  

If I can reach her hand or her coat,  
I know she’s with me,  

and I’m all right.  
When I fall down and I’m all covered with mud  

and I come home crying,  



she picks me up in her arms.  
She wipes my hands and dries my tears,  

and I have to cry again,  
because she loves me so much.  

How can anything go wrong  
with that kind of Mommy near me?  

I want to live all my life with Mommy,  
in my Mommy’s home for ever and ever.  

 
From Everyday Psalms by James Taylor © 1994.  

Published by Wood Lake Books. Used by permission. 

 

 
Holy Conversation – A Responsive Prayer, based on Acts 2:42-47 
 

“The believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to the community, to 
shared meals, and to prayers.”  

And yet when I disagree with others’ teachings I put them down; I think they are 
wrong; I do not want to join them in a meal, or pray with them.  (Pause.)  

 “A sense of awe came over everyone.”  

And yet I am too often skeptical, reluctant to see God’s presence in everyday life.  
(Pause.)  

“The believers were united and shared things.  They would sell property and possessions 
and distribute them to those who were in need.” 

But how can I tell who is really in need?  So many people want to take advantage 
of any generosity I may show.  They might say they are in need, but I’m not so 
sure.  (Pause.)  

 “They praised God and demonstrated God’s goodness to everyone.” 

But sometimes I’m tired and I don’t want to live in a way that models God’s 
goodness.  I only want to focus on me.  (Pause.)  

When I am more concerned with myself than the good of all, may God’s grace 

open my heart and my spirit to new ways, so blessings multiply, and lives are 

unburdened.  May I come to see my own path clearly as a follower of Jesus, and 

a child of a gracious God.  Amen. 

 

 
Scripture 
 
John 10:1-10 



 

‘Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs 
in by another way is a thief and a bandit.  The one who enters by the gate is the 
shepherd of the sheep.  The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep hear 
his voice.  He calls his own 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.  They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do 
not know the voice of strangers.’  Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they 
did not understand what he was saying to them.  

So again Jesus said to them, ‘Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who 
came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them.  I am the 
gate.  Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find 
pasture.  The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came that they may have 
life, and have it abundantly.  

 

 
REFLECTION 
 

I don’t think the shepherd and sheep metaphor for Jesus’ relationship to people works 
very well for me any more.  Perhaps I’ve just heard it too often.  Perhaps it never did 
work that well for me because I’ve had precious little to do with sheep in my lifetime.  
Or perhaps it just isn’t a great metaphor for non-agricultural folk at all.  Whatever the 
case, this way of understanding Jesus and his role in the world isn’t touching me very 
deeply this time. 

I do think it belongs in the Bible, though.  It fits for its time and place.  The great 
majority of people in the time when the Gospels were being written were closely tied to 
the land.  And sheep were ubiquitous – they were everywhere.  So people understood 
at least in a cursory way what it took to take care of sheep.  While shepherds were not 
looked upon with any great admiration, people understood their work.  The sheep and 
shepherd metaphor for Jesus would be readily accepted and understood. 

But not so much today.  We’re far removed, most of us, from direct experience with 
livestock of any sort, and sheep in particular.  Perhaps we grew up on a farm, but that’s 
in the past, and may well have not had anything t do with livestock anyway.  Many of 
us did not grow up on a farm, and our connection to sheep is perhaps only through the 
meat counter at the grocery store at best.  So we can get a basic understanding of the 
analogy of sheep and shepherds to Jesus, but we miss the depth and breadth of it all. 

So what might be a different – perhaps better – analogy or metaphor?  How might we 
understand Jesus in today’s more urbanized and sophisticated world? 



Family connections might work for many people (but not all).  Perhaps Jesus as a 
good-hearted big brother could be worth considering.  A guide and protector, a big 
brother cares for the younger siblings and looks out for their welfare.  He makes sure 
they are doing what is needed to stay well and content.  He considers their growth in 
physical, emotional and social terms.  He plays with them and teaches them.  He tries 
to make sure they become all they can be.  He is a mentor and a wise friend. 

Of course that’s an idealized picture.  A real big brother might not be like that at all.  
But that’s the way with metaphors.  They present one picture, but not the only one.  In 
the Bible, such metaphors and analogies are usually set up as ideals.  They present 
the best, or most, or biggest picture that one can imagine.  Even the shepherd 
metaphor for Jesus is an ideal picture – surely many shepherds were not really as 
conscientious and caring as the picture portrays.  But you get the idea. 

Any family metaphor for God or Jesus or the Spirit in the Bible (big brother, father, 
mother, son, etc.) is problematic, because not everyone has an ideal relationship with 
their family members.  For some people, God as father works well, because they had a 
strong and supportive relationship with their actual father.  For others, however, that is 
not the case, and their relationship was problematic or even abusive.  Father-language 
around God creates a barrier for them, may even be hurtful, and gets in the way of 
what the writers intend. 

The same is true with my proposed “big brother” metaphor for Jesus.  Not everyone 
has a big brother, and if they do, not everyone’s big brother is the positive influence in 
their lives that I portrayed and intended.  So we need to be careful around 
comparisons, metaphors and analogies for things like this.  What works for one person 
may well not work at all for another.  We’re left to do the best we can, knowing it will be 
imperfect. 

Still, isn’t that the point anyway – to open up new possibilities for understanding a 
relationship, in this case the relationship between Jesus and people?  A metaphor just 
gives another way to explain something that may be complex and many-layered.  And 
to be sure, that is the case with this relationship.  It surely is a complex one.  So 
whether you go with a shepherd metaphor, a big brother one, or something else 
entirely, you are going to get an incomplete comparison that lacks the fullness of the 
real thing.   

Jesus’ connection to people is much more than any comparison can manage to 
convey.  After all, how can you fully explain the presence of God?  Even so, a 
metaphor, perhaps more than one metaphor, is still a good tool to expand the meaning 
of the simple words we use to try to understand.  So, shepherd, big brother, and others 
all add to our sense of what this relationship may be for us and for others. 

Just as any metaphor is incomplete and insufficient for this task, so are words 
themselves not enough.  Spiritual experience, the experience of connection to God as 
something outside of oneself, cannot be captured in words.  So much of our interior life 
is like that.  It lies beyond words to convey the totality of what we experience.  So our 



connection to Jesus, or God, or Spirit is beyond what words can express.  That’s why 
so much artistic endeavour of other sorts is devoted to emotional and spiritual themes. 

Look at how many paintings, sculptures, poems, dances and plays are created to deal 
with themes of spirituality and religion.  Thousands, at least.  These are all attempts to 
capture in some medium part of the inner experience of the creator.  Yet even these 
creators know that the products of their endeavours are less than adequate to capture 
the fullness of the experience.   

It may be that we need all these various media, and more, to even get close to the 
completeness of our God experience.  Unless we find some means of direct thought 
transfer from one person to another, we will be unable to fully convey the meaning of 
our experiences.  These art forms (and I include words in this category) are the best 
we have to try to do so, as incomplete as any of them are.   

Still, we feel called to try to convey these ideas, just as the Gospel writers do, because 
it’s important.  The Gospels are teaching tools, intended to guide early Christians to 
deeper and fuller connection to God.  The Gospel writers use the tools they have – 
words – to do their best to explain and expose that connection at its deepest level.  
Thus the shepherd metaphor.  And the hen metaphor (Matthew 23:37).  And the 
parables of the kingdom.  And so on with all the other ways the writers attempt to open 
up the ideas about God and Jesus.  All of these work together to paint a more 
complete word-picture of this ineffable relationship between the holy and the human.  
All are necessary, and none are sufficient. 

So one message from all of this is to be cautious about claiming too strongly any one 
idea that is presented about Jesus or God or faith in general.  That idea may be true or 
not, but it certainly isn’t a complete picture.  We need all of the ways that people have 
tried to capture some of the essence of our shared faith, in all the many ways that 
effort has been made.  And even then, we can be assured we have an incomplete 
picture, one that fails to fully capture the depth of the relationship.  Yet it is still a driving 
force behind many creative endeavours to make the attempt once more to set out 
some aspect of our shared spiritual experience.  The world would be a much poorer 
place without all of this. 

Finally, it’s important to understand clearly that one person’s spiritual experience is not 
the same as another’s, nor is it expected to be.  When one person attempts to portray 
their experience in some form or another, it may or may not resonate with anyone else.  
It may or may not even be similar to anyone else’s experience.  So when one depiction 
of spirituality doesn’t touch you or move you, that’s OK.  It doesn’t mean that your own 
spirituality is somehow inadequate.  It just means yours is different from that one.  Just 
leave that analogy behind and find another one that meets yours more closely, that 
speaks to you more deeply.  And find another, and another, because you’ll never find 
that one single depiction of spirituality that explains or matches yours completely.  Your 
spirituality is yours alone, and need not be like anyone else’s.   

In church circles, we seem to share some common understandings and ways of 
capturing our spiritualities’ similarities, but we don’t attempt to say that our collective 



spiritual experiences are all alike.  We allow lots of room for differences and 
individualities.  And that’s to the good.  When we gather and share, we gain much from 
each other that makes our spiritual lives richer and fuller, discovering those things we 
hold in common, and celebrating those things we find unique in each other.  Even 
though we are all different, we still hold to the truth that we are all God’s people.  We 
all count.  We all matter.  And isn’t that a great thing! 

Amen. 

 

 
Community Prayer 
 
We imagine in God’s heart life bursting into newness everywhere.  In Jesus’ heart we 
imagine a call into newness for all people.  In the Spirit’s heart we imagine new 
horizons opening for us all. 

With all this wonder for our spirit, still we worry that life can never really be made new – 
not life as we experience it anyway. 

We see so much that invites us into pessimism and hopelessness.  We see violence 
tearing apart lives and cities and peoples.  We see isolation and separation that makes 
everyday life so difficult and thin.  We see tragedy in families and communities.  We 
see the life-sapping results of poverty near and far.  We see life’s possibilities 
diminished and frustrated by too many powers and evils of the world. 

And so we ask: 

Can new life come where it seems there has been none?  

Can our lives be made new when we feel so tired and worn down with cares?   

Can abundant life grow when there is so much in the world that denies life’s value? 

In our sorrow and uncertainty we can turn to that point of holiness that we find inside, 
and seek the answers for which we yearn. 

We find there the Easter message of life out of death, joy out of grief.  We find ways to 
know life and joy in our own living.  Signs of hope spring up in our vision: 

  the call of children, playing even in the midst of a pandemic. 

  the grip of a hand in ours, letting us know that we are not alone. 

  the coming together of a community in solidarity with those who suffer, even in the 
aftermath of great pain. 

  the words of visionaries, naming ways to heal the hurts of the world. 

  the opening of hearts and spirits to care for the stranger and offer comfort and 
connection to those in need of renewal.  

In the upwelling of hope, we can find the newness of life for which we search.  In light 
shining into the dark places of our soul, we can know the presence of God in a whole 



new way.  In faith rebuilding we can find a way forward into a tomorrow that is not 
bound to the fears and hurts of yesterday. 

Knowing God’s heart for the world, may we act out of love to heal and refresh.  May we 
take up the call of Jesus to care mightily for the least among us.  May the wings of the 
Spirit lift us to a new vision for our living and for all creation. 

And now may the words of the prayer of Jesus take us deeper into our faith and trust in 
God, as we say: 

Our Creator, who is in heaven, 
hallowed be your name. 
Your Kingdom come,  
your will be done 
on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread, 
and forgive us our trespasses 
as we forgive those who trespass against us.  
Lead us not into temptation,  
but deliver us from evil.  
For yours is the kingdom, 
 the power and the glory,  
for ever and ever. Amen 
 

 
Blessing 
 
May the world treat you gently today. 
May you go into the next hour with calm assurance that you are loved. 
May the ways of life’s fullness open to you. 
And may the hand of God rest on your shoulder with compassion and care. 


