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I lived on a farm when I was a child.  But my parents aren’t farmers. 
The house we lived in, the house my parents still live in, was a 19th century 
brick farm house built by the Epler's and owned by my uncle’s family.  We 
lived in the front part of the house and our neighbors Dick and Ray lived in 
the back part of the house.  Ray was a school teacher, but Dick was the 
farmer.  He was actually a farmhand, one part veterinarian, one part 
horticulturist, all parts Pennsylvania Dutch.  To me it seemed almost 
magical, that he could talk to the cows, like Dr. Doolittle.  

 
When we first moved to the farm there were heifers in the barn.  They 

weren’t there for long, maybe a year or two before they farm owners moved 
them to a larger more modern facility, but every morning and evening Dick 
would go out to the barn to feed them and make sure that they had water.  I 
can remember being outside playing when Dick would go out to do this 
work and the cows would line up at the trough even before he got through 
the door.  They knew he was coming not only because he came at the 
same time every day, but because they knew the sound of his voice, and 
the cadence of his footsteps across the gravel driveway.  He would talk to 
them with his thick PA dutch accent, half the time I couldn’t understand 
what he was saying, but his voice would calm them and he would check on 
them and care for them in that moment when they were fed and watered.  
 

I don’t know anything about sheep, or anything about cows really, 
except that when they are kept safe by someone who knows them, and 
someone who loves them, then they seem to know and love the caregiver 
too. I imagine that this moment when sheep are fed and watered and cared 



for is what Jesus is trying to explain to his disciples through the figure of 
speech that they don’t understand  in John’s gospel.  

 
Jesus knows and loves us.  He feeds us at the Eucharist.  He waters 

us with the waters of baptism.  This is how we know him and this is how he 
comes to love us and we Him in return.  Jesus is the shepherd and we are 
the sheep. 
 

Sheep know their shepherd by his voice.   They are not easily 
confused by a thief or a bandit.   They are not lead astray by an imposter. 
Sheep respond when their shepherd calls them by name.  

 
For me it is easy to imagine Jesus as a Good Shepherd.  Jesus is 

good at everything. Son of God and all that, he was born to be good at 
everything.  And the analogy of a shepherd makes sense for the location 
and time when Jesus lived, most folks were either farmers, fishers, or 
soldiers and all of those images are used in scripture.     There are 
countless works of art depicting Jesus as a shepherd- there is a beautiful 
stained glass window in our chapel here of Jesus the Good Shepherd.  

 
It's not so easy for me to imagine being a good sheep.  Even though 

one of my favorite songs from Vacation Bible School as a kid was “I just 
wanna be a sheep” I’ve always thought of them as stupid animals.  Why 
would I want to be a sheep?  

 
But if Jesus is the Good Shepherd and I want to follow Him, so I 

guess I want to be a sheep after all.  I want to know His voice.  I want to 
follow where He leads.  I want to be safe in His care.  So how do I do that?  

 
How do we do that?  
 
We who call ourselves Christians are called into a covenant with 

Christ.  We believe that in making the promises to: follow in the footsteps of 



the apostles- teaching, breaking bread and praying together; resisting 
temptation and returning to the Lord when we fail to do so; leading by 
action and proclamation the Good News of the Gospel; loving our 
neighbors as Christ loves us and serves us all; respecting the dignity of 
every human being and striving for justice and peace.  It is in doing these 
things that we become part of the flock, part of the body of the Church, that 
we are adopted into a family much larger than our own.  We are 
encouraged to come back into the fold when we have gone astray and we 
will undoubtedly go astray.  

 
It is making these promises to follow Christ at our Baptism when we 

begin to learn to listen to Him.  For many of us we were baptized as 
children, our parents and godparents made these promises on our behalf- 
we learn to listen by watching them listen to God. As youth we take them 
on for ourselves at confirmation and we start to put these skills to use in our 
daily lives.  For some of us we were baptized as older children or even 
adults and we come into the congregation seeking to learn how to listen to 
God from the outset. 

 
Wanting to listen to Jesus and actually listening to Jesus are not one 

and the same thing, as we are reminded in the Epistle reading for today 
humanity is inclined to go astray like sheep.  We want to follow Jesus but 
we are easily distracted.  The distractions of this life lead us to sin- sin 
being anything that separates us from the love of God.  There are many 
distractions that come between Jesus and each of us.  But Jesus calls us 
back time and time again into covenant with Him, back into the flock to 
remind us that we are loved, that we are His and that nothing we do can 
separate us from the love of God.  

 
It is easy to be tempted by other voices.  But if we are truly Christ’s 

own no other voice can lead us astray for very long.  So how do we come 
to know Jesus voice?  How can we be certain we are not being lead 
astray?  



 
Brother David Vryhof from the Society of Saint John the Evangelist 

describes listening for God’s voice as a process in which we must discern 
when God is speaking to us because God does not often speak plainly 
using literal language.  In order to hear God one must be open to hearing 
God’s voice, “wait quiety and attentively and expectantly for that voice, 
desiring it with all one’s heart, and eager to do whatever it asks”.  One must 
recognize that more often than not God’s voice is not loud and booming 
coming from heaven above, but the Divine’s voice is persistent, “It is as if 
God speaks a word to us in the deepest place of our heart, and that word is 
gently but persistently repeated over and over again until we finally wake 
up to its full meaning and impact.” It can be helpful to have someone else 
to “help us sort through all the competing voices we hear inside us and 
distinguish those that belong to our past or that come from culture … and 
that one voice which is genuinely God’s”   1

 
So as we gather here today I invite you to listen with your whole heart 

for the voice of Jesus.  Listen for the word or phrase or theme or idea which 
is persistent in your heart, soul or mind.  Ask someone else into your 
discernment, someone who has been listening longer (mind you this 
doesn’t necessarily mean they are older) but someone who you respect 
and admire and find faithful in their own observation of faith, to listen with 
you for the voice of Jesus.  

 
We as a community have done a faithful job of listening to Jesus but 

we continue to hold one another accountable to that Holy Listening.  We 
follow Jesus by caring for the poor, the sick, the lonely, the suffering, the 
imprisoned.  We follow Jesus by answering the call He has placed in our 
hearts.  We follow Jesus as a flock of sheep follow the shepherd, because 
they know his voice and are not easily fooled.  Let us also not be gullible to 

1 Vyrhof, Br. David “Listening for the voice of God Discerning How God Speaks to Us” Posted January 1 
2009 accessed May 5 2017 
http://ssje.org/ssje/2009/01/01/listening-for-the-voice-of-god-discerning-how-god-speaks-to-us/ 



the thief and the bandit, that devil in our midst who makes promises and 
tries to separate us from the flock.  Let us band together and listen with all 
our hearts and minds to the Good Shepherd.  Let us be Good Sheep. 

 
Amen  


