Sermon for MAY 11TH 2025           John 10:22-30                 “Moms and Musketeers”
At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, "How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly." Jesus answered, "I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father's name testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father's hand. The Father and I are one."


          We have all heard some version of the saying, “if it walks like a sheep, and nibbles like a sheep, and bleats like a sheep, it’s a sheep!  And our passage today opens with a more clever version of that same aphorism, as the Jewish leaders gather around Jesus to ascertain whether or not he is the Messiah.  Hear the opening bit again: At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon.  Sounds a bit opaque to modern ears, but think on this: the festival of the Dedication is one that you all know by its more modern name, Hanukah.  An eight-day celebration of a miracle, when the Jewish uprising overthrew the oppressors and reclaimed the temple, that holiday.  It is winter, since that is when Hanukah falls, but is also when the Messiah was alleged to have been born.  Further, Jesus is walking in the temple, all grown up now, in the portico of Solomon, the wisest and most revered ruler and architect in Israel’s history. 

          So, they ask, tell us plainly, are you the Messiah or not?  But St. John has already led the readers to their own opinion through his inclusion of all that symbolic detail: since Jesus is present during the festival that celebrates liberation and triumph over evil, in his birth season, and strolling about in the area connected to the wisest ruler ever, also a son of David…sounds like a sheep to me!  But they can’t do the math, and we are about to find out why, from Jesus’ own lips.

          Jesus answered, "I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father's name testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep.  This is one of those places in the Gospels that Jesus always reminds me of my mom: I told you already, but you didn’t believe me.  And I would ask, again and again, varying the tone and the wording, for permission to go someplace or buy something silly, and she would be like Jesus is here – I told you already.  Erma Bombeck said it this way: “When your mother asks, "Do you want a piece of advice?" it's a mere formality. It doesn't matter if you answer yes or no. You're going to get it anyway.”  And Jesus is similarly blunt with them; they asked a yes or no question, but he’s giving them the whole explanation.  I told you already, but you didn’t believe me.  I do things among you every day that could not be possible apart from the presence of God, but you do not believe me!  And the reason you do not believe me is that you do not belong to my sheep.  I have come to save the lost, not the self-assured; the struggling, not the self-righteous.

           A few decades later, Peter will quote Isaiah when he writes: For you all had gone astray like sheep, but now you have returned to The Shepherd and The Caregiver of your souls.  But they’re not there yet; at this point in the gospel narrative they are pre-Passion, pre-crucifixion, pre-resurrection, pre-Pentecost Jewish leaders trying to fit Jesus into their mold.  They think that they are the shepherds of the Hebrew people, unable to fathom that the Shepherd and Caregiver of their souls is right there in front of them!  God has not given them to Jesus as part of the flock he is assembling; they will have to find their way home through faith, which they seem to have precious little of at this juncture.  My sheep hear my voice, Jesus says.  I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand.  Again, it is obvious to us, who like those original ones, have managed to find our Shepherd through faith, but it sure wasn’t obvious to them. They are not his sheep.  And we did not begin as his sheep, either; we had to find our way within his fold through encouragement, experiment, faith, and a lot of grace. We needed earthly sheperds to lead us into the presence of our eternal Shepherd.

	            A moment of personal honesty; I have never been very comfortable thinking of the people entrusted to my spiritual care as sheep.  In the usual matrix, Jesus is the Good Shepherd, and we pastors are the temporal, earthly shepherds, and y’all are the sheep. Sheep are known for many things, but smarts and self-determination are not on the usual list.  But to be a United Methodist, you need both of those, for we are a thinking people, and a conscience-driven people, too.  Maybe that is where the Jewish leaders in this story wandered off; they didn’t want to figure it out for themselves, cause math is hard, just tell us the answer, Jesus!  Are you the Messiah, or not?  Are you the Shepherd and Caregiver of our souls, or not?  Those who, through faith, hear his voice, don’t have to ask those questions, they come to know and to follow.  

	          My discomfort with associating you folks with sheep is somewhat healed by the writing of Suzy Kassem.  Listen to this:  We are not sheep. God didn’t create fences for us, or boundaries to contain our nationalities; we did that. God didn’t draw up religious barriers to separate us from each other; we did that too. And on top of that, no parent likes to see their children fighting or killing each other. The Creator favors the ones who spread love over the ones who spreads hate. A religious title does not make anyone more superior over another. If a kind person stands by their conscience and exhibits truth in their words and actions, they will stand by God regardless of their religion.  For us, here today, on Mother’s Day, no less, that religion is following the teachings of Christ, and we follow in the way moms everywhere would raise us up to do, with engaged minds and compassionate hearts. 

          Here’s another image to expand our thinking this morning:  Most people are like sheep. Nice, harmless creatures who want nothing more than to be left alone so they can graze. But then of course, some are wolves. Who want nothing more than to eat the sheep.  But there’s a third kind of person; the sheepdog. Sheepdogs have fangs like wolves. But their instinct isn’t predation. It’s protection. All they want, what they live for, is to protect the flock.  That is how Jesus described himself: as the Good Shepherd, the protector of the sheep.  Your pastors – and that word just means shepherd, remember – devote themselves to guarding the flock, too.  But we encourage lots and lots of sheepdogs too, men and women who share the enlightened human passion for caring and guiding and protecting and healing.  And we learn those things best, on this earthly plane, from moms.  Where is the most dangerous place to be in the remote Northern California wilderness? Between a mother bear and her cubs.  That same rule applies to humans, whether rural or suburban or urban to the core; moms are fierce in their love and protection of their kids.  

           Travel with me now from sheepdogs into the pages of great literature…I was tickled by Jesus’ assertions about his connectedness to God, the oneness, the sameness. That’s where the sermon title about musketeers came from – remember their motto, all for one, and one for all? In my experience moms are also a lot like musketeers; even though they may not claim the name, I think they are really musketeers at heart. Our most famous musketeers were the personal guard of King Louis XIII. And I wager that most moms, across geography and history, would be pretty comfortable with the role of personal guard to their own little princes and princesses. The family they strive to school us about is a one-for-all and all-for-one kind of human reality. 

          As we get towards the end here, I want to remind you that in every sermon there is supposed to be a time where the listener is invited afresh to follow Jesus.   So, with Peter, I do encourage us all to return to the Shepherd and Caregiver of our souls, but, if we lack the role-modeling for what Jesus is like, and don’t quite trust him yet, we can think about the sacrificial love of mothers everywhere and get a pretty good estimation.  Allow me the Christian charity of sharing a few sweet, charming quotes about moms, and then I will close with a thought-provoking one.    

The most remarkable thing about my mother is that for thirty years she served              the family nothing but leftovers. The original meal has never been found.

When my little ones are wild and unruly, I use a nice, safe playpen.                              When they settle down, I climb out.

Working mothers are guinea pigs in a scientific experiment designed to                       prove that sleep is not essential to human life.

People who say they sleep like a baby usually don’t have one.

There are three ways to get things done; do it yourself, 
hire somebody else to do it, or tell your kids not to do it.

                  And finally, before becoming a mother I had a hundred theories on how to bring up children. Now I have seven children and only one theory: love them, especially when they least deserve to be loved.  Sounds like Jesus to me.  Amen.

