
1 
 

Do you hear the Shepherd calling?      Pastor Amy Besola 
Psalm 23 & John 10:11-18                 April 25, 2021 
 
Today is Good Shepherd Sunday, the Fourth Sunday after Easter.  Around the world 
the likelihood is good that in many pulpits this morning, pastors will be preaching 
about sheep and what it means to be a good shepherd.  A lot of people hearing 
those sermons also likely do not know much about sheep or what it takes to be a 
good shepherd.  
 
I would also venture to say that sheep are probably my all-time favorite animal and 
my love for them is likely one of the reasons why I was first stirred in my soul to 
pursue becoming a veterinarian.  Growing up on Lopez Island, much of the time we 
did not have a resident veterinarian on the island.  And then when we did finally get 
a veterinarian she was woefully limited in her knowledge.  One particularly 
desperate evening, I remember crying out to the Lord to strengthen my hands as I 
struggled to help deliver a lamb stuck in the birth canal.  I remember praying for God 
to give me the wisdom to know what to do.  I recognized the limits of my knowledge 
and abilities as a teenager and I prayed that it would not always be so.  I prayed that 
God would grant me the ability to obtain my career goal and to be equipped to help 
animals.  At the time I was probably a teenager of 13 or 14, but I already had a strong 
faith.  I prayed for the Lord's wisdom and leading.  And the Lord heard my prayer and 
he granted me my request that one day I would know what to.  
 
Being a good shepherd is about being willing to provide for your charges and 
understanding that their physical and emotional wellbeing is paramount.  Sheep can 
be flighty animals, so it is important that they have strong fences.  
 
The original audience, the people of Jesus’ day, were very familiar with the image of 
the shepherd, the chances are not great that most people listening today know all 
that caring for livestock entails.  In ancient times, the shepherd was someone who 
spent his life with the sheep.  He was exposed to the elements and required to live 
outside in the hot sun and whatever weather the sheep experienced, the shepherd 
also experienced.  The shepherd was devoted to his charges and was willing to fight 
to defend the flock entrusted to his care.  
 
Our Old Testament passage for today is probably one of the most well-known 
passages in the Bible.  The imagery of Psalm 23 is particularly calming because the 
tranquility of the setting is both peaceful but reassuring.  Psalm 23 is a favorite for 
funerals and times of trial - when faced with difficult situations we look to the Good 
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Shepherd for comfort and solace.  We see in the 23rd Psalm the promise of green 
pastures, quiet waters, and a place to catch our breath and to be refreshed. In the 
23rd Psalm there are no group references - no "we" or "us" or "they."  It is all written 
in the first person - only "my" and "me" and "I" and "You."  
 
The 23rd Psalm tells David's testimony about his relationship with God.  With simple 
beauty, it speaks of green pastures and still waters as well as dark valleys and 
enemies and adversities.  But what comforts us and helps us is the psalm's 
confidence.  David really believes this about God.  We realize as we linger over these 
words that what David writes is not poetic exaggeration or theoretical theology.  He 
has experienced God in these ways, heard His voice, followed His lead, felt His care.  
Beneath the beauty of his words there are solid convictions, formed in the very 
difficult times. 
 
Notice that in the first three verses, David refers to God in the third person: "The 
Lord is my Shepherd.  He makes me lie down... He leads me... He restores my soul.“  
Then, in v. 4-5, David shifts, referring to Him in second person: "I will fear no evil, for 
You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table 
before me... You anoint my head with oil."  And then, he closes by returning to third 
person: "Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I shall 
dwell in the house of the Lord forever.“  Why does David switch from talking about 
God with 'He' to talking to God with 'You,' and why does it happen in v. 4?  Why 
didn't he just go on to say, 'Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 
death, I will fear no evil, for He is with me; His rod and His staff, they comfort me'?"   
 
I think David changes from the third person “he” to the more intimate "You” in v. 4 
precisely because it is where he speaks of the valley he has walked.  He has 
experienced firsthand the uncertainty of life.  Verse 4 describes the crisis points in his 
life where he learned to rely on God’s goodness and mercy.  It was in those dark 
valleys; David experienced a loving God that carried him through.  David changes 
from comments about God to communion with God because during his valley time, 
he stayed ever so close to the Shepherd, never taking his eyes of Him. He had 
experienced God in a way there that had ushered him toward intimacy with the 
Almighty Shepherd. 
 
In the first four verses of Ps. 23, David takes the gentle picture of a shepherd with his 
sheep to describe the relationship God has with us and we with Him. Everything 
makes sense in our understanding of a shepherd leading his flock to green grass and 
calm waters.  Then we get to v. 4, and it does not fit.  The valley of the shadow of 
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death conjures thoughts of a dangerous situation where a sheep's life is in jeopardy 
unless the shepherd is alert and attentive.  But why would a sheep be going through 
such a place?  Not because he strayed off in sin; that is not the point here, because 
the shepherd is pictured as going with the sheep not snatching him back to the 
pasture he left behind.  No, the reason the sheep is going through the valley is 
because the shepherd leads him there.  The connection between vs. 3 and 4 confirm 
this: The path through the valley is also one of the paths of righteousness in which 
God leads. "He guides me in paths of righteousness for His name's sake.  Even 
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You 
are with me... "But why would a good shepherd who would lay down his life for his 
sheep lead a lamb into a valley filled with danger and death threats?  There is only 
one possible answer: "To get to some better place!"  When we encounter the rough 
patches of life and the inevitable hazards that loom large and ominous, we must 
remember we are not alone on the journey.  
 
When you are walking through some unfamiliar valley and the shadows linger... 
When someone you love is facing death or illness, when you do not know where the 
money will come to pay that humungous and unexpected bill, remember the Lord is 
with each one of his sheep while they are on their journey.  When you are trying to 
decide as a matter of Godly stewardship whether to take your money out of the 
market or let it ride.  When your finances are tight, and you are taking on yet 
another job to make ends meet, remember this: Your Shepherd has appointed even 
this hard time as one of His paths of righteousness. He is leading you through this 
valley for reasons that probably will not be apparent.  But rest assured, He is taking 
you to the high country, where the sun is warm, and the grass is lush.  Every valley is 
pathway to something better.  That shepherd boy, David, that would become a king 
reminds us: The valley is not good, but the Shepherd is.  When you are in those 
valleys of life, when all the goodness in life seems like it has been sucked out and 
your soul is downcast, look up.  Fix your eyes on Jesus, your Good Shepherd.  Stick 
close to Him.  Trust that He knows the way through this valley and will see you safely 
through.  Believe that He has good reasons for taking this route, even though it is 
hard and unfamiliar.  And hold on to the truth that there is something better waiting 
on the other side of this valley. 
 
In today’s Gospel passage, John quotes Jesus and how he describes himself as the 
ultimate Good Shepherd.  Just prior to this passage we saw Jesus heal the blind man, 
precipitating a controversy with the Pharisees, who refused to believe that Jesus had 
performed a miracle and who tried to discredit Jesus.  That story ended with the 
formerly blind man bearing testimony to Jesus and the Pharisees driving him out - an 
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ironic twist in which the formerly blind man is blessed with spiritual insight as well as 
physical sight while the spiritual leaders of Israel refuse to see - a fact that Jesus lifts 
in his discourse on spiritual blindness (9:35-41). 
 
Jesus uses various pastoral metaphors about sheep, gatekeepers, and the gate of the 
sheepfold (10:1-10), identifying himself first as the gate of the sheepfold (v. 7) and 
then as the good shepherd (v. 11).  He contrasts himself with thieves, bandits who do 
not enter by the gate (v. 1) and strangers whom the sheep refuse to follow (v. 5).  
Then he contrasts himself with the hired hand who is supposed to take care of the 
sheep but who really cares only for his own personal welfare (vv. 12-13). 
 
These negative images (those who refuse to see, thieves, bandits, strangers, and 
hired hands) are thinly veiled metaphors for Pharisees who, in their encounter with 
the formerly blind man, reveal themselves to be uncaring about the blind man and 
heedless of the truth.  Their actions are selfish and have nothing to do with love of 
God or man.  The formerly blind man refuses to follow them but also courageously 
opposes them.  Even though he was blind, now he sees clearly - and he sees that 
Jesus, not the Pharisees, is the good shepherd - that Jesus deserves his trust.  
 
In verse 11, we see the phrase, “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  
This phrase recalls the story of David back when he was a shepherd.  We remember 
the story of David, who slew a lion and a bear in defense of his sheep in 1 Samuel 
17:35-36.  Today’s sermon title asks whether we are listening for the Shepherd’s 
voice.  Are we listening for the Lord’s call on our lives and being obedient? 
 
As we look at today’s Gospel passage, I think that it is very evident that Jesus is 
telling his people that he wants the best for them, and that he will guide them as 
they navigate life, but they will need to do their part.  We need to seek the Lord’s 
leadership and follow his gentle nudging.  We need to learn to make ourselves 
available to grow in our faith.  
 
Today’s scripture passages on the Good Shepherd are about developing an 
awareness of Jesus' promptings in our lives and living into the fullness of what it 
means to be guided and led by him. 
 
My journey to becoming who I am today has been about relying on the Lord’s 
guidance.  Throughout my life, I have learned to follow the Lord’s leading, and I can 
attest, the Lord has never left me, even in the dark valleys of life.  I have not always 
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made perfect decisions, but I can think overall, I have always tried to approach 
decisions with prayer and making an effort to follow what the Lord puts on my heart.  
 
Who I am today is because I have tried earnestly to listen for the Shepherd’s leading 
in my life.  Growing up on Lopez Island, I attended the Lopez Community church.  I 
understood the importance of hard work and obedience but also how important it 
was to grow in my faith.  
 
Right after I arrived in Pullman, one of my first tasks was to find a church home. My 
non-denominational background left me open to try multiple different churches and 
worship styles.  Eventually I settled into worshipping at the Pullman Baptist church.  
Each Sunday during my six years as a student at WSU, I would mark the time, praying 
for whatever test or hurdle lay ahead in the week from the pew at that American 
Baptist church.  When I received my Doctor of Veterinary Medicine degree and took 
my first job as a veterinarian in Auburn, one of the top priorities I had was finding a 
church home.  That was White River Presbyterian church, where I came to know 
many of our Calvary Church family.  
 
And while my path has not always been a direct line towards what he has for me, I 
have grown to recognize the Lord's gentle leadership.  My journey to ordination was 
a long one and at various points, the easiest path would have been to back burner 
ordination.  But I prayed for God’s direction and I am grateful to have found a home 
as a temporary associate pastor here at Calvary. 
 
What I hope each of you will take away from today's sermon is the importance of 
living fully into being led by the Gentle shepherd and how each of us can make 
ourselves aware of what is the Lord's desire for us, both corporately and individually.  
 
Just as the Lord had placed a call on my life, both to become a veterinarian but also 
to become a pastor, I believe the Lord is calling his people, the sheep of his pasture 
into living abundant lives and to not fear the dark valleys life presents.  
 
Jesus is calling us to live abundantly, not to fear our neighbor or that there is not 
“enough” for everyone.  A good friend of mine, Cathleen, reminded me once how 
good our God is!  He is not a God of scarcity but of abundance.  
 
Our good shepherd has plenty for all and we are called to live out, attesting to the 
Good Shepherd’s faithful tending of his flock.  Abundance is that quality of life that 
lets us touch the deepest part of ourselves.  It connects us with the divine, with the 
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holy, and with what is good, true, and beautiful in this world.  It is not so much about 
getting something we don’t have but living more fully into what is already present.  
 
Jesus says, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.”  My 
prayer is that we, the people of Calvary will listen intently for what our Shepherd is 
saying to us individually but also corporately. 
 
Each week when we gather here, we should ask ourselves, “What will Jesus say to us 
today?” and then we should listen for the way in which he might say it. Because I am 
pretty sure that most of the time, the voice of Jesus is not going to be my voice or 
the voice of Cindy or Lynell.  Of course, I hope I speak the words of Jesus faithfully, 
but most of the time I think Jesus is going to speak to us in some other way that we 
must pay attention to. 
 
What is Jesus saying to us today about the poverty in our county?  About those who 
do not believe liberty and justice applies to them because of the color of the skin.  
What is Jesus saying about his children going to bed hungry or the those alone or 
hurting.  What is our Good Shepherd saying to us about how we can be salt and light 
in this community?  What is Jesus saying to us today about those who have no 
church family?  Who, when sickness or difficulty come into their lives, have no one to 
gather and pray for them, as we gather each week and pray for one another? 
 
My challenge to myself and to each of you is to look beyond just what you know 
intellectually about Jesus but give him the space to talk to you and to lead you. My 
prayer for you is that when you are asked, “Do you hear the shepherd calling?” you 
can respond, YES! 
 
My hope and prayer is that each of you will develop an awareness of Jesus' 
promptings in your lives.  I hope and pray each of you will be called to live 
abundantly, living in the fullness of what it means to be guided and led by him. 
 
The hope I have is that each of you will take away from today's sermon a recognition 
of how our Good Shepherd has always been leading us, even in the dark valleys.  
 
May we make ourselves better aware of what is the Lord's desire for us.  May we 
choose Abundant Life, that quality of life that lets us touch the deepest part of 
ourselves, that connects us with the divine, with the holy, and with what is good, 
true, and beautiful in this world.  It is not so much about getting something we do 
not have but living more fully into what is already present.  
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Living abundantly is recognizing love leads to more love, Joy that leads to more joy, 
and peace that leads to more peace.  It is about kindness that leads to even more 
acts of kindness. It is about stepping more deeply and more fully into our own life 
and into the life of another.  Abundant living is never about adding to the pain of the 
world.  Abundance is Jesus’ way of being in the world.  It is the presence of God lived 
through our lives. 
 
Our Shepherd’s voice is clear about how we should live and act, it is clear about what 
our attitude should be to those who are both our friends and those who we might 
regard as our enemies.  If we persist in listening to and following the voice of our 
Shepherd in the little things, the things that relate to how we ought to love God and 
how we ought to love one another and if we devote ourselves to the fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and to prayer, then we will discover an ever-increasing clarity 
within us about what God is saying and about what God wants us to do.  We will 
discover too an ever-increasing sense of peace among us and within us, a peace that 
endures – even when thieves and robbers try to steal it away, a peace that brings 
praise and glory to our God because of what others see in us. 
 
Benediction: 
Live in peace with each other…encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with 
everyone.  Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be 
kind to each other and to everyone else.  Be joyful always; pray continually; and give 
thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 


