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Sometimes it just takes a vacation. A week ago, last Wednesday I had waited through a fairly 
nice sunny Spring morning to go fishing in the afternoon with Charlette's son Jason. About the 
time I got ready to leave the house it was starting to spit rain. By the time I got to the top of the 
mountain the thermometer on my dashboard read 38 degrees. But, I met up with Jason and in a 
very cold wind we piled his fishing gear in my trunk and proceeded to the Rose River over in 
Madison County. At one point, standing in the river casting, my eye was caught by something 
on my sleeve. It looked like it had rock salt all over it. It was hailing. And you know what? It 
was all good. I was in a river in the woods at the foot of a mountain. 
 
The next morning I left early for the Jackson River in Bath County. It's an hour and 45 minute 
drive but when you get there it's worth every minute. It is one of the most beautiful rivers in the 
state. If you walk the mile or so back to the special regulations area of the river, there’s a 
swinging, suspension bridge that crosses the river there as the water tumbles down between tall 
pines and fir trees. As I set out from the parking lot I could hear the river on my left and to my 
right was a large green field bordered on the back by Gobbler Mountain. The sunlight was 
bouncing off groves of tall pines and spots of red from the maples just beginning to come out 
on the side of the mountain, and everything was right. Sometimes you just have to be out in 
green pastures. Sometimes it just takes a vacation. 

 
The choices are limited in John's words of Jesus we read this morning. If we would find 
ourselves somewhere in the story, the choices are limited. There's the good shepherd. But, we 
know that's not us, that's Jesus. There are the wolves, those who prey on the sheep and make 
victims of them. But, we certainly don't want to be them! I pray that there aren't too many times 
that I have made others my victims. There are the hired hands, those who are in some way 
charged with and paid for taking care of the sheep, but who finally will look out for number 
one when things get tough, and so effectively end up on the wolf's side. 
 
And we don't want to go there, even if we can identify some parts of ourselves in them at a few 
points in our lives. So, that leaves the sheep. That's probably where we all went immediately 
anyway. After all, we do consider ourselves cared for by the good shepherd. So, end of sermon, 
right? But, before we get there, there are a couple more things we might need to look at. First 
off, in the worldview of this figure of speech, the sheep are victims! Lest we forget, the fold 
that John has in mind is the fold that the sheep were kept in just before they were slaughtered 
for sacrifice. We know that because earlier on John speaks of a gatekeeper of the fold. The only 
fold that had a gatekeeper was the fold where the sheep are brought for slaughter. There 
wouldn't be a gatekeeper out at a fold somewhere in a pasture. So, these sheep are victims, at 
the mercy of others stronger and more powerful than them, and finally not protected, not really, 
by hired hands. 
 
We know this worldview. It's what we mean when we say it's a “dog eat dog” world. In the 
“fold” that is the world as built and defined by human culture there are only three choices: 
victims, victimizers and pretenders. And if we don't look at life in that way it is because we are 
among those who have been led out of that fold by Jesus, or we are at least among those “other 
sheep” who know we too don't belong to that fold. In any case in the recent economic climate 
we can probably name a few of each category, victims, victimizers and pretenders. We 
certainly know for sure who the victims are. Among others, they are all those hundreds of 
thousands of people who have lost their jobs. For many of them the question is: what do I do 
now? And for many others on the brink, the question is: how do I keep my job? 
 



It's a very scary and anxious time for them. But friends we have a word of life and hope for 
them, just like we have a word of life and hope and enacted love for all who are anxious and 
worried about whatever is scary in their life. Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd. The good 
shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” “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. I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they 
will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.” 
 
See, the thing about the wolves and the hired hands is that they don't know that really they're 
sheep who belong to the good shepherd, too. They think they belong to the fold of the world. 
They still think the “fold” is reality, the full picture of life, that life is dog-eat-dog, eat or be 
eaten. Just like those who are their victims, they need to know the good shepherd. They need to 
know the One who calls them by name for the purpose of leading them out of the fold. They 
need to know the One, who because He forever holds them in love, they can “come in and go 
out and find pasture.” Jesus means true freedom, the freedom to live in the world but not be 
captive to it, able still to find pasture. Jesus means the freedom to live in the world, not as the 
fold, but as it really is: God's abundant, sustaining creation. 
 
So, the answer to the question: what do I do now, and even the question: how do I keep my job 
is always first of all, to know to whom you belong. That is to know what your real job is. That's 
why I said “sometimes it takes a vacation.” Sometimes, it's on vacation that I can really 
remember that first of all, I'm a sheep who belongs to a good shepherd who loves and cares for 
me, who would bring me to green pastures. Some like to think of clergy as shepherds of a 
flock, but that's really not quite it. I am called to a specific form of ministry which includes 
caring for a congregation in certain ways, but we are all called to be representatives of Christ. 
 
That's basic baptismal vows. So, we are all called to be in one way or another caring shepherds 
to one another and to all in need. But, before any of you, and before I can really do that the way 
I should I need to remember I'm a sheep who belongs to a good shepherd. That's my job, 
belonging to the one who knows me and wants me to have life abundantly in God's world. And 
when you know you belong to him, you know you belong to each other as well, to your family, 
to your community, to your country, to God's world. And so, you do all you can to live and 
give life for all of them. It comes out of a deep peace and leads to a deep peace. 
 
Years ago, two artists were commissioned to paint a picture of their conception of peace.  The 
one who best captured peace on canvas would be given a prize. They each went to their studios 
and painted for the allotted period of time, and then the moment came for the judges to look at 
their renderings. They pulled the veil off the first canvas, and there was a marvelous canvas. It 
was a Grandma Moses, peaceable kingdom sort of scene.  A farmer's wife was preparing the 
evening meal.  The farmer was bringing the cattle in at the end of a day from the pasture.  The 
children were playing on the porch, and smoke was coming out of the chimney. The colors 
were beautiful. It made you want to be there. They said, "That's it, but we'll look at the other 
one." 
 
So they pulled the veil off the second rendering and instead of beautiful colors and a peaceful 
scene, there was a raging waterfall. When you looked at it, you felt terribly upset. It got down 
into your soul and disturbed you. But at the side of the waterfall was a little tree. That tree had 
been growing in the mist coming from the waterfall, and on the end of the branch jutting out 
over the water was a bird's nest, and standing on the edge of the bird's nest was a mother bird 
singing her heart out. They said, "That's peace!"  For me, that's kind of like standing in a river 
fishing, in a hail storm. 
 
Friends, Jesus invites us to enlarge our frame and hold our grief, exhaustion, fear, worry and 
anxiety in a larger, deeper reality: We are sheep who belong to a good shepherd whose love and 



will for abundant life gives us the freedom in all things to find pasture. Trust in him. Relax. 
Listen. Pray. Drink. Eat. Follow. Live. In other words, keep your job, your real job. Belong to 
Him. Live in God's world and in God's presence, now and forever. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


