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I think I have spoken to my family and friends more in the last seven weeks than I
did in the last seven months. Every day during these chaotic times there is at least
one text or facebook message, an email, phone conversation, or video chat. And I
expect that many of you are finding the same thing. During this time when we are
physically separated, we are choosing to make sure we keep in touch and keep
close to the people who are important in our lives. 

Because while our lives  two months ago may have been focussed on what we were
doing or where we were going, the truth is that now the connections we have with
others have a renewed importance. We are more aware than ever of the importance
of relationships and how special family, friends, neighbours and church are to us. 

The familiar words of the 23rd Psalm starting with “The Lord is my Shepherd..”
remind us that God is with us in life, that God leads us, that God provides for us,
that God protects us, and that God gives us a life blessed and full. And these words
are powerful at any time but now in the midst of everything that is happening they
seem that much more significant. 

Because with the way so unclear we need to be reminded that God is leading us.
When we feel stressed and out of control knowing that God asks us to lie down, to
step back from the anxiety, and just be is a powerful message. And of course
hearing that God walks with us through the dark valley, the valley of the shadow of
death, the time of Covid restrictions, is a promise which speaks directly to what we
is taking place in our lives.

Yet the psalm is more than just a promise, a reminder, a statement about what God
does for us in our lives. Yes, the promises that God will be with us and bless us are
still there and the comfort and hope are still found in these words. But while we are
so mindful of the importance of family and friends we can hear more clearly why
God does all the things the psalmist sings about.  

For the psalm and our gospel reading from John describe the relationship that God
has with us and the reason that God leads and blesses and why God protects and
provides. Because the Lord is our shepherd. And I know these familiar words are
comforting and many of us hold them close to our hearts but we also need to listen
to them so we can hear their rich and full meaning. 
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In our Gospel lesson, Jesus talks about the difference between the shepherd and the
stranger and then the shepherd and the thief. For the stranger comes and talks to the
sheep and the truth is that they don’t listen to the stranger. And the reason for that
is very simple. 

They don’t know the stranger. They are not sure whether they can trust and believe
and follow the stranger because they are not sure if the stranger will tell them the
truth, lead them in the proper paths, or be good to them. But they know the
shepherd. They hear the voice of the shepherd and believe and trust what the
shepherd says, they know the shepherd has their best interests at heart, so they
follow. 

We follow Jesus because we have heard the call of God in our lives. And whenever
we talk about following and trusting and believing we are talking about faith. And
faith is not about knowing what is coming but knowing the one who leads us. Faith
is not about understanding everything we are told but trusting that the one talking
cares about us. Faith is not about seeing exactly what is coming but believing that
the one we follow is taking us where we need to go. 

And that helps us understand the difference Jesus describes between the gatekeeper
and the thief. For the thief comes under cover of night and comes to destroy and
ruin. But the gatekeeper opens the way for the sheep. And when Jesus talks about
being the gatekeeper he says he comes to bring life and bring it abundantly. 

And while that is about what God gives us and what God does for us through Jesus
the truth is that Jesus is also talking about relationships. Because the thief doesn’t
care about anyone but the thief which is why they bring destruction and ruin and
the sheep do not listen to them or trust them. The shepherd, the gatekeeper though
cares about the sheep so as well as trust there is a blessing and bounty which the
sheep experience. 

We are connecting and reconnecting to the family and friends around us in this
time because they are important to us and we want the best for them. We are
worried about their well being, we want to know how they are doing, we want to
share our lives with them in this time when we can’t visit in person. And so we are
connecting in all the different ways we are keeping in touch. 
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God blesses us, leads us, provides for us, and protects us because God cares about
us and wants the best for us. God speaks so that we can hear and know that we are
not alone and so that we can experience the truth and promise of the good news of
Jesus Christ. For in Jesus we see the truth that God loves us so much that death,
even death upon the cross, cannot stop that love from touching and changing our
lives and our world. 

We are so important to God that God moves heaven and earth, God comes among
us as one of us, to teach, to show and to witness to that love so that we, you and I
can understand the reason for God’s blessing and care. Which is so beautifully
captured when the psalmist says the Lord is my Shepherd. Because just as we have
family, friends, and neighbours who are so important to us and our lives we also
have a Shepherd who loves us and cares for us. 

For God calls us to go to the green pastures, to have our souls restored. God
prepares a table so we are nourished and renewed in the midst of fear and worry.
And God calls us to know that when we pass through the most difficult times that
we are not alone, we are protected and cared for us. And that ultimately goodness
and mercy will always be a part of our lives when we follow the Good Shepherd. 

And I’m not sure about you but more than a month and a half into these
restrictions, after the tragedy which we are still dealing with here in Nova Scotia,
and with emotions so raw, I need that more than ever. I need to know that God is
opening up the way and there is a voice that I can trust and listen to in my life. And
when I pray, when I read the Bible, when I am connecting with people in my life, I
am being reassured that there is someone who knows the way forward and is
leading me because I am precious and important and loved. 

Because quite honestly that is the power of the familiar words of the psalm. Yes,
the blessings and promises are important. But what is at the core of the personal
words my shepherd, you prepare, follows me are not what God does but rather who
God is in relation to us. For ultimately our strength, our hope, and our peace during
these times comes not just from what God is doing but from who God is and how
God connects to us through Jesus. For the fact is that no matter what happens in our
world or in our lives there is a Shepherd whose voice we can trust who leads us
through these times with love and grace. 


