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Easter 4, Year A 
May 7, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
Do you like the picture on the cover of today’s bulletin? 
I do.  
Even though I doubt that Jesus had red hair. 
I think Jesus, holding a lamb in his arms, 
is an image that resonates with most of us.  
 
And our psalm this morning,  
the beloved 23rd Psalm, 
with its imagery of sheep lying down in green pastures, 
meandering peacefully beside still waters… 
What could be more beautiful, and more comforting? 
 
When we read in our gospel lesson this morning 
about Jesus speaking of sheep, 
no doubt familiar images of fields and grazing animals come to mind.  
We can see in our mind’s eye  
Jesus gently gathering up a lamb, 
and cuddling it, like we would a puppy.  
 
We can easily hold onto this image because,  
chances are, 
none of us know squat  
about actually living with sheep.  
So let’s temporarily try to change the picture in our mind 
over to a reality channel, shall we?  
 
When Jesus shared these words,  
he was standing in the Temple of Jerusalem. 
All around him, bleating sheep were being sold… 
sold to be sacrificed at the altar 
just a littler farther inside the Temple.  
Far from the peaceful setting of a pasture,  
Jesus spoke of sheep  
in the place where they were about to be slaughtered. 
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He calls himself the gate for the sheep. 
Let me share with you a little of the history  
of the actual Sheep Gate in Jerusalem. 
It was built after the end of the Babylonian exile, 
when Jerusalem, which had lain in ruins for more than a generation,  
was being rebuilt.  
The construction is described in the book of Nehemiah. 
 
The Sheep Gate was the first gate that they built,  
and it was designed for animals  
coming in from the countryside 
to be brought through  
on their way to sacrifice.  
 
There was just the one gate through which the sheep came, 
and once they were through that gate,   
within the Temple courts, 
no sheep ever came back out.  
Once it had gone through the Sheep Gate, 
a sheep was doomed. 
Its fate was sealed.  
Pretty soon, its throat would be cut,  
and its body would become a sacrifice  
meant to atone for the sins of others.  
 
So it is quite ironic that in our Gospel lesson this morning, 
Jesus identifies himself 
not as the Good Shepherd,  
but as the gate for the sheep. 
“I am the gate,” he says. “Whoever enters through me will be saved.  
He will come in and go out, and find pasture.” 
 
In a Temple filled with sheep on their way to death,  
Jesus declares that there IS a way out. 
That HIS gate is not a one-way door leading only to death. 
“I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” 
 
Now, I imagine that Jesus, the Good Shepherd, 
delights in caring for his flock.  
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He does hold us gently in his arms 
and guides us through valleys and beside still waters.  
He calls us by name,  
and smiles when we recognize his voice.  
I devoutly believe that this is true. 
 
But what is also equally true  
is that Jesus the gate 
breaks into courtyards filled with frightened sheep, 
where there IS no hope. 
He is the gate like no other. 
He provides a way out.   
 
Let’s go back to that Sheep Gate in Jerusalem, 
because there’s still more we need to know about it, 
things that Jesus’s audience would have understood, 
but that we today need to be reminded of.  
 
You see, in Jesus’s day, the term “Sheep Gate” 
had certain connotations  
that went beyond simply “a door for sheep.” 
Much like today, when the term “Watergate” 
has certain connotations for us. 
We know that “Watergate” implies something  
besides just a door for water to go through.  
It means something else, too,  
something unsavory.  
 
The same was true for the Sheep Gate in 1st century Jerusalem. 
It had a certain unsavory connotation. 
The Sheep Gate was right on the edge of the city, 
by the stock yard, 
out of sight for most city folks. 
We might compare it to Globeville, 
and the area right around the National Western.  
How often do most of us go there, 
unless we’re going to the Stock Show?  
It’s pretty isolated, 
so those of us who don’t have to live there, 
are tempted to forget about what goes on in Globeville. 
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So it was with the Sheep Gate.  
Besides being the point of no return 
for animals about to be sacrificed, 
the Sheep Gate was also the place  
where some people got dumped. 
 
Those with incurable diseases, 
those who were paralyzed and lame, 
those who were disfigured and difficult for other people to look at, 
the physically marginalized, 
they all gathered near the Sheep Gate. 
 
They came because there was a pool there, by the Sheep Gate.  
The pool was named Bethzatha, 
and people believed it sometimes had healing properties.  
It was right to this very pool where Jesus headed one Sabbath Day, 
and encountered a man who had lain paralyzed for 38 years. 
 
For 38 years the man had been trying to get into that pool  
in hopes of being healed, 
but for 38 years,  
others had always managed to get there ahead of him. 
And so he lay there, passive and defeated. 
Until Jesus comes to him, and says, 
“Rise, take up your mat, and walk.” 
And the man did just that.  
He walked away.  
He walked away from the pool by the Sheep Gate. 
He walked away from the place that he had given up hope of ever escaping.  
He returned from the place of no return.  
 
The sheep being taken to the temple altar 
and the disabled people at the pool  
had something in common. 
They were all victims of a society  
that believed that in order to be respectable,  
they had to find a way to atone for their sins. 
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One way to do this was to  
was to sacrifice animals  
to a God they believed  
would accept this form of payment  
and forgive them.  
 
The other way  
was to attempt to purge their society  
of all that could make it impure, 
including all that was less than physically perfect.  
 
Maybe you’ve read those troubling passages in Leviticus 
that prohibit those with any physical defect 
from full inclusion in the life of the community.  
At that time, illness and disability  
was viewed as a punishment from God, 
therefore the strong and the healthy  
had no obligation to help them. 
Quite the opposite. 
That’s why they sent the sick and the lame 
out to the Sheep Gate, 
away from the heart of things. 
They, too, needed to be sacrificed for the well-being of others.  
 
Then here comes Jesus, who will have none of that.  
Instead, Jesus comes to challenge and overturn the need for sacrifice. 
He calls himself the gate for the sheep. 
But through him,  
those whom society would sacrifice 
would instead find salvation, 
the freedom to go and find pasture, 
to live abundant lives.  
 
Jesus said this 2,000 years ago 
to a society much different from own.  
We no longer sacrifice animals  
in the belief that their deaths 
will somehow buy us God’s forgiveness.  
We view the very idea of animal sacrifice as barbaric. 
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But I’m not sure we’ve totally let go of the notion 
that we must purge our society  
of all those who threaten our purity.  
We still want to exile the sick and the weak, 
those with pre-existing medical conditions, 
those with costly-to-treat chronic ailments. 
 
We still drive away those  
whose appearance or lifestyle or beliefs  
strike us as offensive.   
 
WE still send them out to the pool by the metaphorical sheep gate, 
out where the rest of us don’t have to look at them, 
don’t have to witness their suffering, 
out to the margins where maybe God will help them, 
but the rest of us won’t have to deal with them. 
Let’s own up to this, because we all do it. 
In one way or another, we’re all guilty of this.  
 
But the Good News here is this: 
The risen Christ  
still opens the gates of our hearts.  
He still shows us the way  
through which we can be free 
of all that steals and kills and destroys. 
And it’s a way open to victims and victimizers alike, 
open to shepherds and to sheep, 
open to rustlers and to thieves, 
open to you and to me.  
 
It’s a way of transforming our lives, and our society.  
Our lesson in Acts this morning tells how 
all who believed were together,  
and had all things in common;  
they would sell their possessions and goods  
and distribute the proceeds to all,  
as any had need.  
Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple,  
they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts,  
praising God and having the goodwill of all the people.  
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And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being … 
saved. 
 
We can be saved. 
Even when we find ourselves like frightened sheep 
in that place of no return, 
even in the valley of the shadow of death, 
we need not be afraid.  
The gate that leads to eternal life is right here. 
We need only follow the voice that calls us each by name. 
God is calling us to life in God’s world together. 
And by God’s grace,  
may we recognize our Shepherd’s voice, 
and heed his call.  
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


