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I have come that they might have life, and have it abundantly







 

John 10:10

The picture of Jesus as the Good Shepherd is certainly one of the most beloved images of Jesus in all of Scripture—even in culture that doesn't have a whole lot of first hand experience with sheep.  Not only do we have the good shepherd here in John's gospel, but there are also the stories Jesus tells about the shepherd going after the lost sheep in Luke's gospel, and the comforting images of the 23rd Psalm of the shepherd leading sheep to lush spring grass and gently flowing streams.  For the first six hundred years of the churches life the most common way of representing Jesus in art was as a shepherd. 

Our text actually gives us multiple pictures---Jesus is the gate of the sheepfold as well as the gatekeeper, providing protection and determining who can come safely into the fold.  Jesus is also in John's gospel the Lamb of God, who lays down his life for others.    There are at least 10 different sermons in this passage of scripture—but don't worry—I'll limit it to just one today!

In the aftermath of Easter, with its promise of eternal life, I want to focus on this text's emphasis on "abundant life."    Again and again John stresses that Jesus is the "livegiver."  He uses the word "life" some 75 times in the gospel.   So here's our theme verse for today "I am the Good Shepherd," Jesus says, "I have come that you may have life and have it abundantly."

This image of God's abundance overflowing into our lives is a great challenge to us—for frankly we do not always see that God gives us abundantly what we need.  I sometimes feel overwhelmed by my lack…I'm often aware of the paucity that threatens to undo me—the lack of faith, the meager prayer life, the inadequate knowledge of the Bible, the sense of the meagerness of my gifts when compared to others, the stumbling efforts to do mission, the multiple reasons we come up why it can't be done.   So it challenges me when I am confronted by illustrations of God's abundance being poured out.  Jesus told multiple stories of divine abundance---there was seed, that though much of it was lost in the sowing, produced an abundant, miraculous, hundred fold harvest.  Then there was the tiny, seemingly insignificant mustard grain that grew to be a large bird supporting shrub.  When a quandary arose about a depletion of alcohol at a post wedding bash, Jesus produced 180 gallons of wine, even though a few six packs would have sufficed.    And when he fed the multitude, the incredible thing was not just that the hungers were satisfied, but there were buckets of food left over.  


Over the long haul, God keeps reminding us of the possibilities of abundant life, that life is self renewing, when we are trapped by our too limited vision. 


Now I suppose we can miss what is the nature of an abundant life, if we think of it as something like a non-stop Apple Blossom weekend---meandering our way from stag luncheons and bloomers banquets with abundant food and drink, having our brief encounter with a surfeit of celebrity sportsmen or entertainers, enjoying nonstop parties, and feasting on funnel cake and the cornucopia of midway foods miraculously bereft of their artery clogging properties.  We know such a week can be fun, but it is inadequate as the image of the abundant life.   


There is an old story—one of those old preacher's stories—told about a Texas oil millionaire, who had lived the high life—big ranch, lavish parties,
 extravagant trips.   But, as it will with us all, the years caught up with him and he eventually got sick and died.   He had taken special pride in his gold plated Cadillac convertible, which he hoped would evoke envy as he ostentatiously drove it through the streets of Dallas.  When he died, he gave strict instructions that a hole be dug large enough to bury him propped up in the Cadillac.  He had organized a huge funeral, and as the crowds gathered to watch a giant crane lower car and corpse into the ground, one man was heard to say, "Now, that's really living." 

Really living?  I don't think so.


If we think that abundant life is the one with plenty to eat, plenty of health and wealth, and few troubles to disturb our life amid lush green pastures, we may be mistaken.  If we think Jesus came to give us the kind of abundant life which is comfortable and convenient, we've missed the point of much of John's gospel, and certainly the message of Holy Week just passed.   We're in Easter, and have celebrated Jesus' triumphal resurrection from the grave.  But remember that the Christ who is raised is the one who experienced abandonment, and unfair accusation, and horrible crucifixion.   Although, we can be tempted to equate abundance with comfort, the Jesus presented in John's gospel offers life in the midst of the harshness and cruelty of daily experience.  The Good Shepherd who is also the gate intends to protect us from the thieves and bandits trying to enter the sheepfold.  The shepherd is acutely aware that there are wolves trying to get to the sheep.  The good shepherd offers the familiar voice calling to the sheep who are tempted to follow so many other voices whose promises of abundant life prove deceptive.  

When the World Alliance of Reformed Churches met several years ago in Africa, the conference theme was based on this text John 10:10.  But instead of translating the word "abundant" life, the translation was "fullness" of life.  The General Secretary Setri Nyomi, a Presbyterian from Ghana, was asked why this word.  He said it was so tempting for Christians in Africa and the developing world to equate "abundance" with material things, that it had to be clear no one would confuse the abundant life Jesus promised with a 7500 square foot home and a wardrobe filled with Gucci accessories  


As if to make the point, a tongue in cheek article appeared in the satirical magazine The Onion with the title "Vatican rescinds 'blessed' status of the worlds meek."  

In an effort to move away from its traditional " meek" core demographic and 


attract more upscale worshippers, Vatican officials announced a number of


changes for the gospels.  Among them: Christ shall be said to have been born


in a rustic but spacious birthing suite instead of a manger, with the amount of


gold and frankincense bestowed upon Jesus quadrupled and the amount of 


myrrh halved;  it shall henceforth be as easy for a rich man to enter heaven


as it is for a camel to pass through a three car garage; and the episode with


the moneychangers in the temple, now interpreted as a family argument 


over appropriate aggressive fundraising tactics." 

Living abundantly is not about learning how to be an extreme couponer so we can get more stuff. 


Living abundantly is about the quality of the relationship we have with the Lord whose care for us is lavish.  Despite our love of the Good Shepherd image, we may not be so fond of the image of being sheep.  Sheep have the reputation of being dirty and rather stupid animals.  I remember hearing the illustration that if a sheep walks off the edge of the cliff the other sheep will just follow it mindlessly.  Who wants to be a sheep, who wants to be that kind of Christian?  However, I recently read that this bad image of sheep is a conspiracy of cattleman (the article was written by a sheep farmer of course).  This sheep farmer suggested sheep are actually quite smart, and instead of having to be pushed and prodded, like cattle, from behind, they do respond well to be lead by a shepherd.  Remarkable they quickly learn the shepherd's whistle or call, and if hundreds of sheep belonging to different flock are gathered in place, they can be easily separated out just by responding to the appropriate call of the shepherd.    The Bible makes that point, doesn't it: "the shepherd calls his own sheep out..he goes ahead of them and the sheep follow him because they know his voice."  

Now I'm certain not qualified to assess the accuracy of this intramural competition between fanciers of these two types of cud chewing ungulates.

But it is significant that John stresses that it is a mark of the Good Shepherd that the sheep "hear his voice" and "follow because they recognize him…they will not follow a stranger."  The gospel says that Jesus used this figure of speech but that the people didn't understand.  Why do you suppose that was?  Was his point that so much else drowns out Jesus' voice that we can't recognize his voice amidst all the other noise?  Is it that we just aren't paying attention, we haven't gotten well enough acquainted because we haven't dug into the word, read the gospels, discovered what he teaches?   Is it that we don't recognize his voice because too many other voices who presume to speak for Jesus are speaking badly and turning us away?

A story is told of a minister approaching the great comedian of an earlier generation Groucho Marx, as he was having lunch in a fancy restaurant.  "I want to thank you for all the pleasure you've brought into my life," he said, and Groucho without missing a beat responded, "And I want to thank you for all the pleasure you've taken out of it."  Ouch!  That makes me sad, and I bristle because I don't think it's really true, and yet polls suggest that many people give exactly that reason why they are not connected to the faith in any meaningful way.  It seems to them too preoccupied with fights over things that don't really matter and too willing to expend energy on things that are life draining rather than life giving.  

 There are times when life seems life Good Friday, when we are overwrought by the sense of God's weakness, God's absence, God's limits, God's hiddenness, whereas Scripture and human experience asks us to be open to the reality of a God whose nature it is to reveal, not to hide, to show, to divulge, constantly to communicate. Perhaps we in the modern world have overdone the idea of a hidden God, in an attempt to keep God quiet, unaware of the stake modernity has in convincing us that God is mute.  By contrast,  John Calvin argued that God has left signs, traces, evidence all over the world that even the most obtuse cannot ignore.  As Gerard Manley Hopkins put it "the whole world's charged with the grandeur of God, it will flame out, like shining from shook foil; it gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil."

God promises abundance, extravagance, lavishness.  Having the promised abundant life means to be in such a close relationship with the living Christ that, whatever reality we face, we will hear his voice and follow the shepherd, determined to walk the way of  Christ, the way of love.  The abundant life may not mean having more, but sometimes making do with what you have so you have more to share with others.  It may mean limiting how much we acquire for ourselves so we can be more abundant in our mercy toward others.  The abundant life is built on generosity of heart and joy in seeing new life spring up where there appeared to be only death. 


It's easy to get excited on Easter when the church is packed, and the choir and organ and tympani shower us with full throated confidence in the good news.  It's harder after Easter when things get back to normal.  Yet the promise endures.  We are promised abundant life now, not the just eternal life in the future.  John reminds us that even if abundant life is eternal, it begins now, here in this harsh, sometimes dreary and painful life.   As Jesus moved through life, reaching out, rebuking evil, ministering to pain, he gave people a sign, a foretaste of the abundant life of eternity.


And he wants us to do the same.  To live as those who know the truth about the ultimate destiny of the world, as those who are sent to remind others of their sacred worth and their ultimate destiny, too---to live Jesus' promised abundant life.

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST.    
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