Sermon for the Fourth Sunday of Easter, Carlisle Cathedral, Sunday 26 April 2026
Acts 2:42-47; John 10:1-10

For various reasons | have been thinking about sheep and shepherding in the last few days. Firstly as spring
seems to have firmly sprung we don’t have to travel far to find fields of gambling lambs and their protective
Ewe-mothers. The second is that yesterday we ventured back to my old parish to say goodbye and bon
voyage to a farming family we know well who are moving to be closer to wider family in New Zealand. A
farewell linked to my memories of this family inviting me to share in lambing with them on several occasions
whilst | was Vicar there. The third reason are today’s gospel reading and the time I've spent reflecting on
Jesus’ saying which lies at the heart of it:

| am the gate for the sheep.

This statement is one of the seven “l am” statements we find in the gospel of John, where Jesus shows his
listeners who he truly is through a series of vivid images. In these Jesus shows us to who he is as: the light of
the world; the bread of life; the way, the truth and the life and so on. VWhen encountering these “l am” sayings it
is tempting to lean into a sort of caricatured reading of John’s gospel. Where the other gospels are a more
recognisable account of Jesus’ life, John’s gospel, some would say, draw us into this mystical account with
Jesus asking us to reflect on these often dense and if not abstract, certainly inanimate images.

The problem is that is we look at today’s “l am” image this does not quite stack up. In one sense is it could
be read as an inanimate image — a gate for the sheep. However this image, far from being inanimate or even
abstract is a is a vivid, earthed and human image showing us who God is for us in Jesus Christ, the gate for
the sheep. In this “l am” saying Jesus is using a vital image from the practice of shepherding in the near-east
culture of what he was part. Elsewhere in the passage Jesus speaks of the sheep-fold — a small walled
enclosure — which would have provided protection for the flock from bandits and wild animals. This though
was not a barn to be locked up at night, but a place with a small opening across which the shepherd would
sleep, acting as the gate, to guard the flock through the night. Far from being an abstracted image, here is a
vivid image drawn from the realities of the real lives of Jesus’ hearers to help them understand who God is
for us in Jesus, the gate for the sheep.

What then does this image tell us of who Jesus is?

The first is that this is an image of an active and present God. God in Jesus is not a distant and ambivalent
God. God, the gate for the sheep, is present with us, active before us, present with us in all things. The
American writer, poet and farmer Wendell Berry reflects on this truth in one of his Sabbath poems. It begins:

The old shepherd comes to another
lambing time, and he gives thanks.

He has longed ever more strongly

as the weeks and months went by

for the new lives the ewes have carried
in their bellies through the winter cold.

Here in the patience and presence of the shepherd is one how is not only present but up before and ahead
of us working in the world, quietly transforming it:

Now in gray early mornings of barely
spring he goes to see at last
what the night has revealed.

This present God should not be mistaken for a sentimental figure. As we hear in our Gospel reading, Jesus
the gate for the sheep is an active and vigorous presence.



| am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come and out and find pasture.

Here is the shepherd who not only tends the flock but draws them to him through the care and strength of
his shepherding. Anyone who knows anything of the realities of shepherding will know that this is not a
sentimental activity, but one which requires — at times — the forceful guidance and intervention of the
shepherd. | remember once when lambing with my friends in the Tyne Valley helping to move a Ewe and her
two new lambs. In the process of moving through the barn the Ewe got spooked and jumped over a wall and
into a pen of about fifty pregnant Ewes. With my untutored eye this Ewe was lost amongst this wider flock.
But the shepherd | was with, in one movement, vaulted the wall found the Ewe and then dragged it back to
where it should be. Here was an unsentimental image of the good shepherd that makes sense to me. Berry
in his poem speaks of the strength and presence of the shepherd to their flock:

Through many of its generations

he has husbanded his flock

[---] Some

of any year’s crop will be better

than the rest, some will be outstanding.
The best he remembers from the time,
as sucklings, they caught his eye.

These words and pictures draw us to an understanding of our God who, through his care, brings the flock
to know him as they know him. As Jesus says in our gospel reading:

He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought our all his own, he goes ahead
of them and the sheep follow him because they know his voice.

The life that comes from the sheep knowing the shepherd is journey of a life-time and more. The sheep of
Jesus’ sheepfold take time to some to know and trust the shepherd who has been up before them and
guarded and protected them without even knowing it. In the shepherd Jesus shows us a God who not only
calls this generation, but those past and ahead of us, to be hefted to God’s love. As Wendell Berry says in
his poem:

Lineages of motherhood having stayed
unbroken through many years,

his flock has improved, somewhat by
his choosing, no doubt, but more

as the farm itself has chosen them

for their thriving in it, on its

terms, and so they are its own.

Far from being a sentimental, inanimate or even abstract image of who God for us in Jesus, Jesus the gate for
the sheep provides a vivid and recognisable picture of who God is and how God acts in and through our
lives, even when we don’t recognise it ourselves. There working ahead of us, as Jesus does in the Easter
garden, preparing and caring for us. Here for us in our present experience, guiding and cajoling us, through
prayer and worship, to hear and respond to his voice, as a sheep follow the voice of the shepherd.

And finally, this is a voice and presence which remains constant through the generations. The voice of the
shepherd who called the first communities we heard of us in our reading from the Book of Acts is the voice
who calls us now, and will call countless others after we are all gone. It is that voice, that shepherd, that
God, who as Wendell Berry concludes, call the flock to:

belong by adapting to the place
as the shepherd wishes to belong.
Benjamin Carter



