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THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Listen to the Good News
John 10:1-10; Acts 2:42-47

Last Sunday afternoon, I received an email from my good friend Keith
Ballentine.  Now I had noticed over the past seven weeks that Keith hasn’t
been in worship.  Then again, none of you have!  Anyway, I think he was
trying to be complimentary when he wrote:

First and foremost we (Susan and I) enjoyed the sermon this
morning . . . as it is 10AM we most definitely enjoyed the 'early
service'.  As we watched this on the computer screen (like a mini
TV) it brought a smile to my face to think that you are now an
official TV Evangelist!!  Congratulations!!

Now I have been called a lot of things over the years, but never a
televangelist!

I will admit my bias about most televangelists.  First, their relationship
is with an audience, not a congregation.  The people who watch them are
viewers, not family.  Second, they have almost no accountability for anything
other than their TV program.  They do not have prolonged interaction with
parishioners.  They do not attend to their needs.  They do not know them. 
Third, their primary purpose appears to be raising money.  Over the past two
or three weeks, I have come across the same dapper looking evangelist
fellow several times.  Every time I have heard him, he was talking about seed
money that would yield a harvest–specifically a $1000 “seed” that God would
grow into a harvest big enough to buy a new car, pay off the mortgage, or
send a child to college.  That sounds wonderful, but I didn’t hear anything
about financial justice, caring for the poor, doing unto others, or laying down
one’s life for someone else.  The message, it seemed to me, was all about
what God would do for me if I gave this gentleman a thousand dollars in seed
money.  And I never heard where (or in whose pocket) that seed would be
planted!

I may have a bias against televangelists, but a true evangelist is a
person I want to know . . . and even be!  The word “evangelist” is a wonderful
term.  It is derived from the Greek verb euangelizomai which means “to



announce the good news.”  In the New Testament, it is used to refer to God
the Father, to Jesus the Son, and to regular believers like you and me. 1

Anyone who tells good news is an evangelist!

Who doesn’t like good news–either to tell or receive?  Jesus wanted us
to hear good news–literally, the gospel–and to know the difference between
truth and deceit.  Hear what he had to say to his listeners:

“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the
sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and
a bandit.  The one who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the
sheep.  The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the sheep
hear his voice.  He calls his own sheep by name and leads them
out.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of
them, and the sheep follow him because they know his voice. 
They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because
they do not know the voice of strangers.”

Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not
understand what he was saying to them.  So again Jesus said to
them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who
came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not
listen to them.  I am the gate.  Whoever enters by me will be
saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture.  The thief
comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came that they may
have life, and have it abundantly.

John 10:1-10

When I was growing up in the First Baptist Church of Chester, South
Carolina, my family sat on the back pew of the first section of the balcony. 
Well, my father sat with us three boys since Mom sang in the choir.  Because
of a pack-the-pew night during a revival, somehow all of the young people
ended up sitting up front in the sanctuary–right in front of the pulpit!  That was
about the dumbest place for a bunch of middle and high school students to
sit because everyone could see every move you made!  I knew that I had
better straighten up any time that I heard my dad clear his throat.  He may
have been up and back in the balcony with several hundred people separating
us, but I knew that sound and I knew I had better behave!  I also knew that

1D.B. Knox, “Evangelist,” The New Bible Dictionary, J.D. Douglas, Organizing Ed., (Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1962), 400.
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during difficult and even frightening times, the sound of his voice would bring
reassurance and calm.

Jesus knew that people, like sheep, recognize familiar voices that they
can trust.  He wanted people to trust what he said because what he said
brought life . . . in abundance.  

Not all good news sounds good.  The sound of my father clearing his
throat way up in the balcony of the First Baptist Church could send a chill
through me.  Yet, I also knew that it was a good reminder that I had reached
the limit of poor behavior before it became bad behavior.  That familiar
warning sound kept me from getting into big trouble later on.  It was good
news that, at first, did not sound so good.

Over two months ago, we started hearing public leaders clearing their
throats, nudging us to pay attention to the possible dangers of the
coronavirus.  About eight weeks ago, they gave us the news that we needed
to shelter at home and maintain physical distance from one another.  That
news did not sound good at all!  Yet, we know that what sounded like bad
news actually kept many people alive!  If we trusted those voices that warned
us about danger ahead, we discovered that the bad sounding news was
actually good news that brought life.

Depending on our proclivities, our inclinations to do or not do certain
things (We all know what those are for us!), much of what Jesus taught and
preached does not sound like good news.  That is why the religious leaders
were always so upset with Jesus.  The way he talked about the sabbath, his
concern for the poor, his high esteem for women, his respect for people who
were blind or lame or diseased, his love of people who were outcasts
religiously and socially–all sounded like bad news to people who wanted the
world to run in a certain way to benefit them.  For the people he was trying to
heal and elevate in life, however, Jesus spoke the best news!

It is all about trust.  You cannot hear Jesus refer to himself as a
shepherd and not think about the beloved Psalm 23.  In that psalm, someone,
anyone, is speaking to God from the perspective of a sheep who listens
adoringly, faithfully, obediently to the voice of his shepherd.  Scholar,
preacher, and prophet, Walter Brueggemann points out that with reverence
and deep personal allegiance, the psalmist speaks with trust and confidence. 
“The Lord is my shepherd,” he affirms, “I lack for nothing.”  God, the good
shepherd, can be trusted to provide everything we need so that we lack
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nothing at all.  All of our needs are met including our need to feel safe and
secure.  Even when we walk through valleys of the deepest darkness, we
have no need to fear any evil because God is with us.2  That is good news. 
The psalmist is an evangelist telling the good news all of these years.  We
can trust God forever.

We hear a lot of news these days.  A lot of it we don’t like.  We want to
get back to church and work and school and sports and shopping and the
beach and everything else we used to do without thinking twice about it.  A lot
of the news we hear is frightening.  People get sick.  Some people die.  How
can we tell the good news from the bad news?  The good news–not the good-
sounding news–but the truly good news will always lean toward life.  It always
has been and always will be the best news.  In a religious context, Dr. Fauci,
Dr. Birx, other scientists, and some of our public leaders would be considered
prophets.  Prophets are not fortune tellers.  They are truth-tellers.  They tell
it like it is.  Because some of these people are trying their best to save lives
and offer us all the opportunity to live good and long lives, they are
evangelists speaking good news.  God speaks through them in order to offer
us a way to hope.  Listen to the good news and if you are not sure what news
is truly good, remember what Jesus said, “I came that you might have life, and
have it abundantly.”  Abundant life is full and complete.  It does not reach for
a quick fix or a convenient way out or a temporary thrill to take the edge off
the moment.  Abundant life seeks what is best for all of us as modeled by
Jesus himself.

If we listen for God’s voice in all of the places it might be heard, we have
no cause to fear.  None of us will lack for anything because God will provide
all that we need–most often through each of us.  Remember, sheep are part
of a flock and they thrive when they listen to their shepherd’s voice.  The Lord
is our shepherd.  That is good news to share!  Amen.

2Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Publishing House, 1984), 154-46.
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May 3, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We gaze out on a world that is bursting with color and song and
brimming with the possibility and promise of resurrection, O God, yet in these
days, so much in our world is confined and confining.  The virus we cannot
see but whose effects are visible everywhere has emphasized how vulnerable
we are and reminded us of our inter-connectedness.  It has forced us to slow
down, invited us to reflect, and caused us to find new and creative ways to
communicate, to work, to play, even to worship.  In this challenging time, we
are grateful for small comforts and simple joys which we have often taken for
granted.  We are thankful for the signs of your love and the reminders of new
life springing forth around us.  We give thanks for dear ones who lend support
and extend care in whatever ways they can.  Most of all, we offer our gratitude
for the enduring gift of your grace.

But in the midst of our gratitude, there hangs a shroud of uneasiness
and worry about so many things, Loving God.  Our hearts ache for the
suffering and tragedies caused by this virus: for those who are sick and
clinging to life, for those who are grieving the loss of beloved friends and
family, and for those whose livelihoods and futures are uncertain.  For these,
O God, we ask for your comfort.  Our hearts are also unsettled because of the
anxiety we feel within us and the tensions we see  among us as fear moves
some to isolate themselves and others to lash out in anger and violence.  And
so we come pleading for your protection, Lord.  Protect us from a sickness
which threatens life and health.  Shield us from fears which cause us to harm
ourselves with self-doubt or to hurt others with destructive words and actions. 
Guard our hearts from selfishness and mistrust and our spirits from despair. 
Guide us toward a deeper faith, a more generous spirit, and an unrelenting
hope.  Protect us from all that threatens us and all that divides us.  Hold us
close, we pray and give us peace, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


