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3rd May 2009   
What’s best for us?

Readings:
Acts 4.  5-12  

The next day the rulers, elders and teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. 6 Annas the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas, John, Alexander and the other men of the high priest’s family. 7 They had Peter and John brought before them and began to question them: “By what power or what name did you do this?”  8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: “Rulers and elders of the people! 9 If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, 10 then know this, you and all the people of Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you healed. 11 He is “ ‘the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone.’  12 Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

John (10. 1-18)
“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep.  So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away.  Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it.  The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep.   “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me —  just as the Father knows me and I know the Father — and I lay down my life for the sheep.  I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also.  They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd. 
The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again.  No-one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.  I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again.  This command I received from my Father.”

Sermon

Alfred and Elsie were having problems with their memory.  They talked to their GP who said: “Physically you are fine but your memories do seem to be letting you down a bit.  Try not to worry about it, and get into the habit of writing things down”. 

That night Alf is going into the kitchen …  Elsie says “While you are in there, will you get me a bowl of ice-cream?”. 
“Yeah, OK” 

“Don’t you think you should write that down so you remember it?”  

“No I can remember that”… 

“Strawberries on top too, write that down, I know you will forget that”  … 

“I can remember, a bowl of ice-cream with strawberries, no problem”… 

“OK, but I’d also like some whipped cream on too, I know you will forget that 

so you had better write it down”…

Irritated: “Look I don’t need to write that down it’s not complicated, I can remember that”  

20 min later he comes back in, and hands her a plate of bacon and egg… 

she looks at the plate, looks at him, looks at the plate again and says: 
 “You forgot my toast”.
Apart from forgetting what we asked for, 

We also don’t always know what we want in the first place, do we?

Jesus is talking about his sheep and about bringing other sheep into the fold, 
people outside the faith “not of this sheep pen”, who needed to be rescued and saved. He says, “I must bring them also, they too will listen to my voice, there shall be one flock, and one shepherd”.
In the Acts reading the same point is made:  “Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men, by which we must be saved.”    The writers of these scriptures had a prophetic glimpse of the future worldwide scope of the church, and future generations of believers. 
But these readings present a problem for people of other faiths, and also for us, in sharing our faith with others.  It’s almost a repeat of the phrase earlier on in the gospel, “No-one can come to the Father except through me”.  And it’s very difficult to be both clear about what is being said here, and also, respectful of people who are not yet Christians, and for whom these verses present a great challenge, and can be, in fact a stumbling block.

We don’t always like conditions, fixed boundaries and un-negotiable rules, and yet that is how we all live as safely as we do.  We live within the laws of gravity, physics, and even economics (not to mention “Murphy’s law” and so on!).  
God had only one law in the Garden of Eden, and it was broken.  Defying any of these laws can seem invigorating, we quite like to flex our muscles and pretend that we are powerful; but God’s will… is always for our own good, defiance hurts us our others, and like Adam and Eve, in the end we lose out.
We don’t always know what we want, and we look all over the place for some sort of “salvation”.  Our life span is punctuated by various rebellions, against parents, school, employers, the church, perhaps even the laws of the land – even all too often, rebellion against just the simple rules of common sense!  But ultimately, although we think we are being brave and asserting our individuality, being ‘autonomous and creative’, and all that sort of twaddle, really when we think it through, we know that it’s all taken care of…  You remember the saying “If you want to give God a good laugh, tell him your plans!”

However much we play around with the middle bits of our lives, our beginnings as tiny babies and our endings – the sort of bookends of our lives – are set.  We start as a tiny speck of God’s creation, and end – hopefully having reached some measure of our potential –  accepted back into that part of God’s kingdom which lies beyond our sight.  The perfect circle of life’s pattern that repeats generation by generation, over the decades and centuries.  We are born, our lives touch and overlap for a while and then we move on, all part of God’s plan.  
For us as Christians there is great comfort in knowing that, and that life isn’t some kind of fiendish test,  but that we are under God’s authority and protection from cradle to grave, and beyond.  And that hopefully, gives us a sense of responsibility to live our lives as a precious gift, given to us, not to work out our own destiny or salvation, but to enjoy and to do what we can.. to be God’s hands and feet here. 
Using the shepherd and sheep analogy, Jesus is describing the very clear closeness and commitment he feels towards us;  and of course the picture of the sheep was so relevant and accessible to Jesus disciples.  They understood completely what he was talking about, they saw sheep and shepherds every day, and knew that there was a deep mutual bond between them.  But to be honest some of the shepherd stuff gets a bit lost in our culture.

Perhaps an easier picture for us is a mother and her children.  A mother will care better for her baby than will a nursery nurse.  The nurse might be highly qualified, but however good she is, the person the baby responds to best… is their own mother, not someone who is paid to do the job.  The baby knows who their mother is very quickly;  and the mother feels a tremendous instinct to care for and defend her baby from any harm or difficulty.  Any mother would die for her children, the depth of unconditional –  (even sacrificial) love just can’t be the same without that maternal instinct.

And that’s Jesus’ point: he is telling the disciples just how much he cares about every aspect of their welfare in a way that they can relate to.

When we don’t know what we want, He knows what is best for us, and he has real authority: the authority to lay down his life for us and to take it up again at his resurrection.  Authority a wonderful thing, and we can relax under the protection of the living God. 

Sometimes, of course, we doubt ourselves and doubt whether we are really “Christian enough” to still be part of Jesus’ sheep pen, and to have the hope of salvation.  That’s a bit like saying, although my maiden name was Mason but I’m no longer a member of the Mason family.  When you think about it, that doesn’t make sense.  If I was once a member of the Mason family, I still am!  Even though I probably have days… when I disappoint other members of my family, it doesn’t change the fact that I am still one of them.

You might say “Sometimes I don’t feel very holy” or “I don’t feel very Christian”

actually it’s not about feelings!  What are you going to trust -  your feelings that fluctuate from day to day?  Or are you going to trust that God has claimed you as one of his children whether you feel like it or not?  We might sometimes doubt ourselves, but we don’t ever need to doubt God.
And Jesus is saying that he guards us so that no wolf will attack us and scatter us.  
Being members of his family is not dependent on our ability to hold on to Him.   It is dependent on God’s unfailing ability to hold on to us.

You might say, “You know what? I don’t want to follow God anymore.  I don’t want to do the Christian thing anymore.   From now on, I’m going to do whatever I want.”  And some of us do drift away for a while, but it doesn’t mean that we’re lost forever.  I’ve seen people (and I’m one of them!) come back when they get a little older and wiser.   And lost sheep aren’t written off by the shepherd, and when your children leave home, they don’t stop being your children.  

At the moment so many people are living lives of real uncertainty –  there is a sense of desperation about the amount of debt not only on a personal level sometimes, but now also as a country..   It’s going to take years to get back to some kind of real prosperity.  
There is terrible anxiety felt by so many, not just about the economic problems, but also about the risk of pandemic,  the level of violent crime, immigration,  global warming… and so on.  We could spend every minute of every day worrying about something or other –  and some people do.  

Our lives may sometimes seems a bit random, we can feel like sheep without a shepherd, or a baby dropped off at the day-nursery to find that his usual nanny isn’t there.  But if we can be comforted by the seemingly simple things in life, things that are “givens” for most of us - our church family and friends, human kindness and understanding, and most importantly, our faith and the gift of the Holy Spirit; our assurance, our deep-down “knowing” that it is God’s authority and his unswerving love for us that gives us our bedrock, the foundation on which to build our lives.  
Touching base with our Father and creator, acknowledging the authority of Jesus to know what’s best for us, to heal us and to save us, we can trust him with our lives. We don’t always know whether we want bacon and eggs, or strawberries and cream.   But if Jesus Christ is the Lord of your life, who loves you enough to die for you, then you have nothing to worry about. 

You are part of something eternal and wonderful, beyond all your hopes and imaginings.  So when you take communion, or come for a blessing, today, know that you live under the protection of the good shepherd, the perfect Father, who’s love for you never fails.
That is what ultimately brings peace of mind.
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