25th April 2015; Easter 4

Acts 4:5-12; John10:11-18
Ashdon 9.30 am

Today we have…

Good news and a conundrum
1. The Good News

Let’s start with the good news. It is that God loves each and every one of us. Our psalm today and our gospel reading are about God as shepherd – a shepherd who cares for his sheep, even to the point of laying down his life for them. If you were here on Good Friday, you will remember that I said that the message of the cross and of the whole of the ministry of Jesus is to demonstrate that God not only wants to be with us but is determined to be with us to the end, whatever it takes. This sacrificial love of God, undeterred by the worst that humanity could do, is the central message of our faith.
2. The Good Shepherd

So let us now think about the image of the good shepherd. There are those here who know more about actually being a shepherd than I do. I did think of asking Robin to preach today. One thing I do know about being a shepherd, both in the days of Jesus and today, is that it is not a romantic, lofty or especially well paid job. There is a lot of hard physical work involved. In the days of Jesus, actual shepherds were often rough men, living on the edges of society which was why it was all the more remarkable that it was to a group of shepherds that the angels announced the birth of Jesus. 

Throughout the Old Testament the image of the shepherd was used to refer to those who were to lead God’s people. Although they did eventually have kings, the Hebrew people were reluctant to do so, preferring the notion of a person who would care for God’s people as a shepherd did. The prophets often castigated the religious leaders for failing to be good shepherds to God’s people (see for example Ezekiel 34), and King David, the good king, was a shepherd boy. This shepherd imagery is found in all the gospels (Matthew 7: 15, Matthew 25: 32-42Mark 6: 35; Luke 15:3-7). In the context of our gospel reading, ‘good’ does not mean ‘good at his job, or competent, but ‘noble, ideal’.
3. The conundrum

And so we come to what I have described as a conundrum. In our epistle reading, Peter tells the Jewish leaders that ‘there is salvation in no-one else’ (Acts 4: 12). This verse, and others like it, can be taken to mean that only those who explicitly identify as Christians will be saved. Such ideas have spurred many to missionary activity, to seeking to convert others on the understanding that if they do not believe they will not see salvation – which here means healing, well being and wholeness as much as eternal life. 

Yet in our gospel reading, Jesus says ‘I have other sheep who do not belong to this fold I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice’ (John 10:16). Here then is the conundrum. Who are these ‘other sheep’?

Since the gospel was written some decades after the time of Jesus, commentaries suggest that the gospel writer refers here to future generations of believers, and to the future conversion of the Gentiles. The words of Jesus were being shaped in the context in which the gospel writers were writing. Who this might mean as we interpret it in our own context? Agnostics, atheists, Muslims, Jews or simply our good neighbours or our children for whom the Christian faith seems to make no sense?

This is a difficult question, and depends on what we mean by belief and by conversion. We often use the word ’belief’ to speak of signing up to particular doctrines, yet the Greek word is more to do with who or what we align with, who or what we follow. Matthew 28:21 say this ‘Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven’. The emphasis here is on righteousness and actions rather than the beliefs we do or do not profess. We cannot and must not judge what others do or do not believe, nor think we have all the answers. We are all seekers. 

Before moving to some further thoughts in relation to this difficult issue, it is also worth noting at this point that the man whom Peter healed (this is described in detail in Acts 3) was not asking for healing but for alms. His healing or salvation came not from his own belief but from that of Peter praying for him.

In relation to this question, I find comfort and hope in three rather different kinds of place. Firstly, for those who know and love the Narnia stories of C.S.Lewis, there is a passage in the final book ‘The Last Battle’ where the noble and dedicated leader of the enemy army, who all worship a foul God called ‘Tash’ comes at the end to see Aslan, who represents Christ. 
In Aslan, this leader recognises those qualities that he had previously thought were embodied by his own God Tash. He does not so much change allegiance, as has his vision clarified to see the truth that lay behind his devotion.
Secondly – a more Biblical image is found in our epistle. This is the image of Jesus as the ‘cornerstone’. Now a cornerstone is not the whole completed building, nor does it define or constrain what is built upon it, although it is the crucial stone that holds the thing together. I see Jesus as the one in light of whose life all of my life makes sense. We sometimes use the image of the key piece in a jigsaw, or even the picture on the box.

And finally, words from our ex-Bishop Stephen Cottrell.

Considering the question of those we love who do not profess a Christian faith, Archbishop Stephen said this: What I do know is that God loves them just as much as he loves me. They are no less children of God and loved by him.’ And so we come back from the conundrum to the good news that I spoke of at the start. Perhaps when we can truly accept and act out of the awareness of God’s deep love for us, we will be better able to communicate that to others in a way that is convincing for them.  Amen.
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