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Sermon, 4th Sunday of Easter, April 25, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 

“Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” (John 
10:11) 
 

It strikes me in contemplating the Scripture readings for this morning that 

there are two shepherding images worth pondering, and that they may be 

intertwined. In today’s Gospel Jesus tells us he is the “good shepherd,” the one 

who lays down his life for the sheep. In 1 John we too are urged to lay down our 

lives for each other. In Psalm 23, the Lord as [our] shepherd, “makes [us] to lie 

down in green pastures.” (Psalm 23:2) This verdant pasture not only feeds our 

bodies; it restores our inner being as well: our souls. I love George Herbert’s 

rendering of Psalm 23: 

“He leads me to the tender grasse, 
             Where I both feed and rest; 
Then to the streams that gently passe: 
             In both I have the best.” 
 

Last week we prayed Psalm 4, one of the Psalms in the liturgy for Compline. 

As the last prayer office of the day, Compline prepares us for sleep. The last verse 

of Psalm 4 is: “I lie down in peace; at once I fall asleep; for only you, Lord, make 

me dwell in safety.” One of my favorite little books on contemplative prayer is The 

Doorway to Silence by Anglican priest Robert Llewelyn. (For a number of years he 

was chaplain at the shrine of Julian of Norwich in St. Julian’s Church, Norwich, 
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England). He suggests that simply allowing ourselves to fall asleep at the end of 

the day is a simple yet profound mode of prayer.     

I don’t know about you, but falling asleep (and staying asleep) isn’t always 

easy these days. The ability to hand over my life to God is sweet grace, one I have 

found I may not take for granted. Perhaps having entrusted our lives to God, we 

can then live to God, and are given the strength and insight to offer ourselves to 

others. When Jesus says he is the “Good Shepherd,” the Greek word for “good” 

used here is the sort of good that “inspires others to embrace what is lovely.” 

(Definition of kalós  in Strong’s Concordance) 

Finding this loveliness does not mean all our problems or difficulties 

miraculously disappear. Yet, if we allow God to lead us and guide us, if we follow 

the sweet voice of the Good Shepherd, we find the sense of trust that enable us to 

lay down our lives for others. We can share our stories of where we have been , 

and where we are going, knowing we are not alone. Many of these stories will 

reveal decisions and choices that have led from places of pain, confusion or 

isolation to a destination that more resembles what Jesus refers to as the Kingdom. 

It doesn’t mean that everything is perfect! But merely acknowledging that there is 

a greater truth—the Kingdom is real and the kingdom is for us—can be enough to 

allow the Kingdom’s light to break in. 
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To lay down one’s life for others—and in Jesus’ case for the sake of the 

whole world—is an incredible thing, and I do not want to minimize such an act of 

love. Yet how does this translate into our daily lives?  How do we lay down our 

lives daily? Perhaps we can get an idea of this from Psalm 23. What does the 

Shepherd do for us? Can we do those same things for each other? 

First we are assured that we shall not be in want. It is God’s intention to 

provide for our basic needs of food, drink, rest, and safety. The Shepherd leads us 

to those places where there is enough. Not only that, they are peaceful places: the 

waters are still. On a particularly beautiful spring day recently, the breeze was 

light. The wetlands by which I walked were certainly still, the late afternoon light 

gentle. I felt gratitude for being led to such a place. Our lives are restored. 

Apparently the Hebrew has the meaning of someone who has almost stopped 

breathing, and yet whose breath is returned. (Alter, The Book of Psalms,  p. 78) 

Once again I am brought back to the risen Christ breathing on the disciples. (John 

20:22)  

Even when we are overshadowed by death we need not fear that we will be 

harmed. God is with us with rod and staff, providing comfort that we can see and 

feel. It is concrete. The imagery of the spread table, overflowing cup, and anointed 

head suggests abundance. In an echo of Psalm 23, in the verse just before the 
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passage from John we hear this morning, Jesus says, “I came that [you] may have 

life, and have it abundantly.” (John 10:10)  

Finally the psalmist prays that goodness and kindness will pursue him, and 

that he will dwell in God’s house for “many long days.” (Alter, Book of Psalms, p. 

80) As one who prepares sermons on a regular basis, I try to listen for a word that 

may be for me. It doesn’t necessarily make into the sermon, but is the much-

needed fruit of praying the scriptures during the week. This time I remembered 

praying (without knowing I was praying) many years ago that I could somehow 

“dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long.” (Psalm 23:6) Prayer 

answered? 

The image of Christ as the Good Shepherd is much beloved. It appears in 

many paintings and stained-glass windows. My first home parish as an 

Episcopalian was St. Paul’s in Grinnell, Iowa. It was—and is—a tiny congregation 

on the edge of the Grinnell College campus. We were a mission church in the 

eighties; our priest also served as Protestant chaplain to the College. When I first 

attended, the sanctuary was functional; the parish hall and kitchen were part of a 

pre-fabricated structure. One of the members of our parish had a love for the local 

architecture, particularly the beautiful Victorian homes with all their gingerbread, 

woodwork, and high ceilings.  
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He learned that a rural wooden church, formerly Congregational and known 

as the Chester Church, was no longer going to be used. St. Paul’s had been 

considering how to expand its space with a limited budget. In a beautiful 

convergence of vision, imagination, and the Holy Spirit, the lovely old church was 

given to St. Paul’s in September 1996. St. Paul’s has a cool video of the church, 

having been carefully lifted off its foundation, being slowly moved into Grinnell 

on a large flat-bed truck. It was moved in two large sections: the main sanctuary, 

and the tower. It was then appended to the original, newer building that was then 

used as an expanded parish hall space.  

One of the loveliest things about Chester Church was its stained-glass 

windows, one of which depicts Jesus with a lamb held on one arm. That sheep is 

shown gazing up at Jesus’ face. In his other arm Jesus holds a shepherd’s crook. In 

the foreground are other sheep looking up at him trustingly. It is easy to imagine 

that these sheep hear and know Jesus’s voice. They are not afraid to come near. It 

is now in the apse of St. Paul’s directly behind the altar. How wonderful that this 

window, designed by an unknown artist in Chicago, has been preserved! I’d like to 

think that this window has given this worshipping community a new confidence 

that they are being led by God, and by the same token can lay down their lives for 

his sake. 
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