
 1

Sermon, 4th Sunday of Easter, Year A, May 3, 2020, Jane A. Beebe 
 
‘Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.’ (John 1:7) 
 
 
 What might it mean that Jesus is the gate? What is the nature of this gate? 

The fourth Sunday of Easter is sometimes called “Good Shepherd Sunday.” 

However, the text from John this week does not actually include Jesus’ “I am” 

statement: “I am the good shepherd.” That occurs in verse 11, right after what we 

hear today. But today Jesus says, “I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be 

saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture.” (John 10:9) This recalls for 

me the last line of Psalm 121:  

 
  “The LORD will keep 
    your going out and your coming in 
    from this time on and forevermore.” 
 

Perhaps Jesus had that Psalm in mind. Wherever we are on our journey, 

whether “going out or coming in,” we are kept by God. The word “keep” has a 

number of meanings. To keep something can mean to possess it; certainly it means 

that we belong to God. To provide someone’s keep means to give them what they 

need for food, clothing, and shelter. We have that lovely line from Psalm 17 that 

appears in the Office of Compline: “Keep us, O Lord, as the apple of your eye; 

hide us under the shadow of your wings.” (Psalm 17:8) I recently experienced this  

being “kept” in an unexpected way. Early on Sunday morning last week, right 
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before I woke up, I had a dream about my mother. I was an adult in the dream, but 

much younger than I am now. She was helping me finish getting dressed, gently 

adjusting my sleeves. There was a sense I was getting ready for a special occasion. 

My “going out and my coming in” was being watched over by a loving presence. 

On one side of the gate we have a home to which we can return when we are 

tired and or in need of care. When we are led out beyond the gate, there is a trusted 

voice that we may follow, that we recognize. I think we are all making many more 

telephone and FaceTime calls than we ever have before. I find myself saying, over 

and over, “It’s so good to hear your voice!” I expect we remember even the voices 

of those who have been parted from us. I am still thinking about last week’s 

Gospel when the disciples say to one another, “Were not our hearts burning within 

us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to 

us?” The disciples do not recognize Jesus on the road. Yet they remember later that 

there was something about Jesus’ voice that caused a heartfelt response.  

We may not fall in step with Jesus on a literal road (although maybe like me, 

in Easter season you keep looking). However, I think Jesus has located his gate in a 

place we can always find it: in our hearts. I suspect that the key to that gate is 

prayer. One of my favorite books on learning to pray is Miriam Pollard’s The 

Laughter of God. She says, “I find it helpful to imagine myself opening a door—

either to a small room or to a walled garden. I put in the key or lift the latch, open 
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the door, step in, close the door, latch it behind me and walk slowly to a place 

inside… A threshold says to us without words and concepts many basic things with 

which we have a need to be in tune.” (Pollard, p. 33) God comes near to that 

threshold and waits for us. If we allow it, that gate is open for us to enter into 

communion with God. As it says in Revelation: “Listen! I am standing at the door, 

knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat 

with you, and you with me.” (Revelation 3:20) 

Another way in which Jesus is a gate for us is in the breaking of bread. It is 

when Jesus breaks the bread that it becomes available to us all, reflective of that 

abundant life, that green pasture he leads us to. The gate of the Good Shepherd is 

an open gate. I wonder if one of the attributes of a sacrament is expansiveness. God 

has created an expanding universe. When the bread is broken there is space 

between the pieces of bread, between the hands of the person holding it. In the 

Book of Common Prayer, after the fraction, the rubric then says, "A period of 

silence is kept." In my early days as an Episcopalian I observed one priest actually 

follow that rubric—perhaps a bit beyond what was comfortable for the 

congregation. It moved me deeply, though, and I have remembered it ever since. 

When the bread is broken I feel invited into a new space, one created by Jesus, 

where I am simultaneously protected, and led out into a pasture greener than I 

could have imagined. 
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Thinking about gates, green pastures, and abundant life made me think of a 

favorite childhood book: The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett. The 

Secret Garden is about a little girl, Mary Lennox, who loses her parents to cholera 

in India, and is sent to live in the countryside in Yorkshire, England. She is an 

unloved, unpleasant, unhappy child at first, until she discovers the key to a secret 

garden with the help of a friendly robin. I love the moment when she enters the 

garden for the first time. 

‘What was this under her hands which was square and made of iron and which her 
fingers found a hole in? It was the lock of the door which had been closed ten years 
and she put her hand in her pocket, drew out the key and found it fitted the 
keyhole. She put the key in and turned it. It took two hands to do it, but it did turn. 
And then she took a long breath and looked behind her up the long walk to see if 
anyone was coming. No one was coming. No one ever did come, it seemed, and 
she took another long breath, because she could not help it, and she held back the 
swinging curtain of ivy and pushed back the door which opened slowly—slowly. 
Then she slipped through it, and shut it behind her, and stood with her back against 
it, looking about her and breathing quite fast with excitement, and wonder, and 
delight. 
She was standing inside the secret garden. 
It was the sweetest, most mysterious-looking place anyone could imagine… 
Mary had thought it must be different from other gardens which had not been left 
all by themselves so long; and indeed it was different from any other place she had 
ever seen in her life. “How still it is!” she whispered. “How still!”’ 
 

The very first morning she finds her way into the garden, she instinctively 

begins to restore it using just a pointed stick to weed around the newly growing 

bulbs. Gradually she herself is gradually transformed, and is able to bring healing 

to those around her. Like Mary Lennox, we too can “[return] to the shepherd and 

guardian of [our] souls.” (1 Peter 2:25) 
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