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Seeing the Immensity of What Jesus Did!
King David in the Hebrew Scriptures was a shepherd known for protecting his sheep; it’s what qualified him to be king.  Early in his life he killed a bear and a lion armed with only a sling shot.  He didn’t lay down his life for his sheep, he killed the predator.  But strangely, in this story from John the idea that the Good Shepherd would kill the wolf never even enters the conversation.  Apparently the wolf is not a predator in the usual sense.  Maybe it’s a symbol for something else—something you cannot beat by killing.  Could it be violence itself?  It seems the only effective way to respond to this wolf, the only way that takes its power from it, is for Jesus to lay down his life to it.  The text says it is his willingness to do this that makes the good shepherd good.  It’s like the day of crucifixion being called Good Friday because that’s the day Jesus lay down his life to the powers of violence and we all see it.  I want to explore this.
It is a conscious choice Jesus makes for his flock.  He himself says his life was not taken from him, but rather, willingly given up because he wants to.  No other response is adequate to the reality of human violence.  He knows that acting in violence only spreads it and this is why defeating the wolf through conventional methods is not an option.  The only way to defang this wolf is to “lay down his life” before it.  It is a lot like being a stone thrown out by the builders that then becomes the cornerstone.  
In the passage from Acts Peter tells the leaders of Jerusalem they have thrown out the very stone that would hold their building together.  In fact, in throwing him out they reveal the throwing-out mechanism and this is key to understanding the human situation.  It provides the piece of truth that makes everything else make sense.  The wolf of violence is the throwing out mechanism in action.  When Jesus allows it to happen to him we see it clearly for the first time.  His love is shown in his willingness to “lay down his life” so that we can see this huge thing about ourselves.
While Jesus loved us enough to allow violence to have its way with him; a hired hand under threat would only run away leaving the flock to be attacked and scattered.  The hired hand has no deep connection to the sheep because they aren’t really his.  He is just doing a job, getting paid, going through the motions.  But the good shepherd is deeply invested in the well-being of the flock; his sense of oversight for their care is personal and deep.  
In 1 John it says Jesus’ love goes beyond words or speech to action and truth.  The action and truth is his rejection by humans and his forgiveness of his rejecters so that all would see the foundation upon which human culture is constructed.  
Peter, in our Acts passage, inspired by the Holy Spirit said, “This Jesus is the stone you builders rejected; he has become the cornerstone. Salvation can be found in no one else.”  Does this mean we have to be Christian to have salvation; we can’t be Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, some other religion or nothing at all?    It sounds that way on the surface and it has certainly been interpreted that way.  But maybe we have not gone deep enough in our study.  Maybe salvation can be found in no one else but in a way different than we had thought.  
Peter goes on.  “Throughout the whole world, no other name has been given among humans through which we must be saved.”  The window on truth, human truth, anthropological truth, that Jesus opens for the whole world is not about religion and which one to believe in.  It is bigger and deeper than that.  What Jesus shows us has to do with all humans no matter what religion or no religion at all.  He shows us how we create community through casting out and this has been true since Cain killed Abel.  It is a costly and never fully successful solution that leaves us all in fear; fear of death, fear of being cast out.  But salvation from this whole thing is possible too for Jesus also showed us a new way.  The new way entails co-suffering love and forgiveness instead of casting out.  It is in this sense that “salvation can be found in no one else.”  I want us all to see the immensity of what Jesus did so that we will open ourselves and allow ourselves to be drawn to Him.
In John 10:16, in one of the most compelling parts of our gospel text today, Jesus says “I have other sheep that don’t belong to this sheep pen.  I must lead them too.”  I think he is talking about his desire that all humans hear the story of his life, death and resurrection and the meaning it conveys about all humans.  All humans find it compelling when they hear it for what it is.  He says, “They will listen to my voice and there will be one flock, with one shepherd.”  To use the metaphors of his story, if sheep, those who are vulnerable to attack of “the wolf of violence,” hear what Jesus is saying, they will listen.  It will make sense to them and their understanding of the human condition will deepen and they will become his followers.  Gandhi is a good example of a Hindu who followed Jesus. There are others.  When you present it from this perspective people listen and get it, particularly if they are the ones being attacked by the wolf and not the attackers.  Given this deeper understanding they become one flock with Jesus as their shepherd.  Their being a flock grows out of their understanding of themselves as human and not some doctrinal agreement or ecclesial connection.  Their union, no matter their cultural background, centers on knowing Jesus’ voice.  
In Luke, (12:32) God’s people are referred to as a “little flock.”  The Lord says, “Fear not, little flock, it is your father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”   The kingdom belongs to those whose vision is not influenced by the crowd, and in fact, is in opposition to it.  The crowd always wants to stone somebody—that is what it is formed around!  But the little flock is formed around the Good Shepherd who gives up his life.  This little flock doesn’t throw stones, and it doesn’t create victims.  
Brian Zhand, in his provocative, prophetic, and pastoral new book, “A Farewell to Mars:  An Evangelical Pastor’s Journey Toward the Biblical Gospel of Peace,” writes: 

“But Jesus’ little flock is not like the crowd.  They have no need for a scapegoat.  They know Jesus has already taken all the blame.  The little flock knows that this world is not a closed system; it is a world open to the infinite grace of God.  The little flock is not afraid because it is formed around the Perfect Love that drives out all fear.  They know that the majority is almost always wrong, but they love them anyway, and they seek to draw the crowd out of their fear and into a liberated world sustained by the love of God.

Christ is against the crowd because of the crowd’s deep inhumanity and dark allegiance with the satan (the finger-pointer). But Christ calls to each soul lost in the crowd, seeking to gather all of us to his little flock—a flock redeemed from the demonic crowd learning to live beyond fear and without a need for scapegoats.  The flock liberated from fear, living together peaceably, never building unity on a sacrificial “them”—this is the universal flock of the Prince of Peace.  That the world might become the little flock of Christ is the peacemaker’s hopeful dream.”
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