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13th April 2008
The Good Shepherd
Readings:
Acts 2.42-47
42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43 Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45 Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

John 10.1-10
10 “I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber. 
2 The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. 
3 The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 
4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. 
5 But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognise a stranger’s voice.”
 6 Jesus used this figure of speech, but they did not understand what he was telling them.
7 Therefore Jesus said again, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. 
8 All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. 
9 I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture. 
10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy;  I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.   
**************
A couple of weeks ago I found myself starting to feel smug about our benefice, how well we get on, how much is on offer here, what we achieve in pastoral care and working with young people  - all the stuff we do - you lovely people who come every Sunday! – it’s easy to get complacent. 
Then I read the passage again in Acts, about the early church, it sounded like heaven …but it brought me back down to earth with a bump.  
We don’t have wonders and miraculous signs.  
We don’t sell all we have so that no one is ‘in need’.  
We don’t meet every day to praise God 
and perhaps, not always with completely glad and sincere hearts(!)  
Moreover… we are not adding to our number every day.
The Olympic flame is making made its way around the world carried by various sports people and celebrities (and hopefully.. a few ordinary mortals as well).  The flame is a symbol of international co-operation, of  peace, mutual love and justice, good sportsmanship and fair-play - ideals that we would all want to sign up to.  And I look forward to watching the games in Beijing on the television;  and of course really its all about human excellence and inspiring and encouraging young people from all over the world, in sport using their skill, speed, strength and so on. 
But what has happened, over the past few weeks is that the games have been hijacked.  The high profile of the Olympic movement has become an ideal platform to storm… in the name of “human rights for Tibet”.  The result is that the relay of a simple flame across the world has stopped standing for what it thought it was standing for.  
The torch has unwittingly come to symbolize a disregard for human rights, and the oppression of a small country by a large one.  Last weekend our government thought it right to guard the flame so heavily that it cost 100’s of 1,000’s of pounds in security for just one day. 
I wonder if there comes a point when we have to ask ourselves is it really worth fighting to safeguard something 
that has stopped being what we thought it was.
Perhaps sometimes the church too is in danger of no longer being what it was supposed to be.  The account of the early church is so simple, so self assured.  Full of energy and possibility and hope, the first Christians concentrated on teaching, prayer, worship, and enjoying a life lived in common with their church family, breaking bread together.
Fellowship and sharing meals is still important to us here.  And the shared meal today, the Holy Communion, 
celebrates and commemorates not just Jesus life, but his death and resurrection:  the events that have set us free to be the people we are.

But where the church is quarrelling, where there are divisions in the church family the institution becomes stagnant and unattractive, and stops being what it was designed to be.
So it’s time to look at the account in Acts again and pray.  Ask ourselves what isn’t happening that ought to be happening.   Because the Gospel hasn’t changed.   Jesus teaching hasn’t changed.  God’s power hasn’t diminished.  And people still need rescuing.

What made the early church so attractive was that the people had remembered Jesus words to “love one another”.
So how do we prevent divisions in the first place?

I lived in Switzerland for 2 years; and you probably all know that there is a permanent standing army that can be mobilised almost instantly.  It’s a small, slightly paranoid country:  they haven’t actually been involved in a war for centuries.  But every male from the age of 18-30 keeps his rifle and ammunition at home and goes on exercise for 3 weeks every year.   
The stated aim of all this is supposedly “for defence purposes” but the real reason is so that they don’t go to war against each other, And it works!  They are really 4 countries in one: divided by different languages:  French, German, Italian and Romanch (which is a bit like Latin or Romanian).  They could so easily become mutually distrustful because of that difference, but in fact they meet up in a camp, doing blokey stuff for three weeks every year. They make lasting friendships;  so looking at the other areas of Switzerland doesn’t engender fear and suspicion... but the memory of friendships, no matter what their language, they are all “good blokes” who have enjoyed the same camping trip with guns!   Friendships forged on exercise count for more than language or geography. And by spending time together, they realise they are not so different after all.
Robin has been talking about how very much we differ as people and how important that is for us as a church family.  For any group of people to work together in harmony, to acknowledge our strengths and weaknesses 
and work to build each other up, rather than criticise and pull each other down.  And there is a genuine sense of co-operation happening here.

There was a cartoon the other day of Hillary Clinton and Barak Obama wrestling on a precipice:  they had lost sight of the fact that they are supposed to be on the same side politically, and by ‘slagging each other off’ they are in danger of committing joint suicide.  
Unity is important, in the church more than anywhere else, Christian faith should be an exercise in humility, resisting the impulse to be suspicious and concentrating instead on what we share, and on worshipping and praying together.  Our common creed is all important, and we need to maintain a passion for balance and tolerance
for enjoying and affirming our separate ways of being church, instead of being put-off by what could become divisive.  Fear of contagion could be a real weakness.  Communion needs communication,  and part of celebrating God’s generosity is by being generous ourselves.

A little self-reflection doesn’t go amiss and there’s room for a wide range of opinions.  But we all need a fearless love of truth, honesty and integrity, staying what we are supposed to be, not being hijacked by differences.
Our ultimate unity comes from knowing the constant faithfulness of God towards every one of us, whatever our flavour of worship and prayer.  Sure, we need the spiritual compass offered by the church, but we needn’t feel hemmed-in or discouraged from thinking for ourselves. 
Sheep, contrary to most people opinion are not stupid:  they have done experiments and discovered just how intelligent they are.  But for safety they stay close together, protecting each other, and they rarely fight amongst themselves. 
The wider church may sometimes stop hearing the good Shepherd’s voice, they might squabble amongst themselves about the right or wrong way of doing things, about women bishops, or gay clergy.  We need a generosity of spirit across these invisible boundaries and divisions, acknowledging the different but faithful approaches to the Bible, tradition and reasoning …  that there are - legitimately different to our own.  

But it’s good to see that in congregations here, and up and down the country, and across the world,

there are people just getting on with the job of keeping things simple, listening to the voice of our Shepherd, knowing we belong to him;  and ignoring the voice of the thief and the robber who would steal us away, or leave us scattered.
The message of reconciliation has been entrusted to us, so we must take seriously the traditions of mutual life in the church family.  At the beginning of May we go together to Letton Hall. Friendships blossoms not just because of the teaching, the singing, the food and  the chat,  but also during the fun evening when we get to see each other in a different light, someone usually rather straight-laced will recite a risqué poem, someone rather dignified will let their hair down in an unexpected way. 
Jesus the good Shepherd, is not guarding the sheep pen just for the sake of it. He is there because there is danger, there are thieves and robbers. Before Jesus came there were plenty of false Messiahs.  And still, the world is full of falsehood and division and distractions, so part of our task as a church is to encourage one another to follow the voice of the Good Shepherd, to be able to distinguish his voice from the others, to follow the truth, and to turn away
from what we know, in our heart of hearts, to be wrong.
Let’s keep talking and keep living in the way that Jesus asked us to live; and keep the church alive so that we can pass the torch to the next generation and the generation after them with a clear conscience.

Jesus came that we should have life and have it to the full.   He still has the power to heal and transform people’s lives.  And our sense of togetherness, being loving brothers and sisters towards each other, enables that transformation.  The innate attractiveness of the Gospel and the life lived according to Christ’s teachings, draws other people in, rescues people from turning away.  So let’s remember the simplicity and generosity of the early church and keep the flame burning.
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