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John 10:22-30 

What the Sheep See
The task of a shepherd is to understand what the sheep see.

AT A GLANCE: 
In his book What the Dog Saw, Malcolm Gladwell profiles the dog whisperer Cesar Millan. What emerges in Gladwell’s study is that Millan has the ability to perceive what the dog sees when it sees its owner or provider. This unusual approach to understanding animal behavior provokes a fresh reading of today’s gospel text. What do the sheep see when they see the Shepherd?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s Psalm text, see “Driving in the Valley of Death,” May 15, 2011.  

For an alternative idea pertaining to Acts 9:36-43, see “Handcrafted Christians.” 

“Dear Lord, please make me into the person my dog thinks I am.” 
That dog-owners’ prayer has a lot of aspirational truth in it. Dogs tend to be overjoyed at the sight of their masters after returning from a long day at work. Who wouldn’t want to be the kind of person that everyone enthusiastically greets and can’t wait to see? 
But what makes a dog go insane with joy when seeing his human come through the door? What’s going on in that little doggy brain and how does a wise owner leverage that loyalty into good and consistent canine behavior? To understand that, you’ve got to know something about animal psychology and those who know it best are called “whisperers.” 
For eight years, Cesar Millan was the dog whisperer on a TV show by the same name and had an uncanny knack for taking a problem dog and turning him into a happy, healthy, obedient best friend. For Millan, it all came down to understanding what a dog wants and needs to be happy and healthy: exercise, discipline and affection (in that order). 
But it also has something to do with the master’s demeanor, facial expressions, even a tilt of the head. Dogs are observant creatures. Understanding what a dog sees when he sees a human is key in training Fido to be a good dog. If you can get inside an animal’s brain and help it act in its own best interests, you’re definitely on your way to “whisperer” status. 
This was the basis of an article about Millan in The New Yorker called “What the Dog Saw.” It was written by bestselling author Malcolm Gladwell. The essay because the eponymous title of a book published in 2009 (see Sources below).

Sheep as a metaphor
Today’s gospel reading is not about what the dog saw, but what the sheep saw. Okay, you say, dogs are one of the smarter domestic animals. They can be trained to do anything from assisting a disabled person, to sniffing out a bomb, to sitting up and shaking hands (er, paws). 
But what about animals that have a reputation of being, well, more intellectually challenged? 
Sheep have traditionally fit into that category — the dumb category. And many preachers insist that Jesus chose sheep as a metaphor for his followers for this very reason: They’re not too smart. 
It’s true: sheep have a reputation for being skittish, for following the herd and for not being all that bright. Maybe it’s because they’re a prey animal with no real natural defenses. Maybe it’s because we associate them with “sheeple” who mindlessly go along with the crowd. Whatever the reason, the image of a flock of sheep doesn’t exactly call to mind a Mensa meeting. Many people believe that there are three levels of stupidity in the world: dumb, dumber and sheep.
But real shepherds who work with sheep every day, don’t see it that way. They don’t believe that sheep are stupid. Rather, they argue that sheep may be among the more intelligent of the animals on the farm. 
Take their brain size, for example. If you put a human brain, a chimpanzee brain and a sheep brain on the table you’d be hard-pressed to tell the difference between them. Recent studies have shown that sheep actually have good memories and are able to differentiate between pictures of human faces up to two years after they have seen them. While they’re not out there in the field doing algebra, they’re also not the mindless dolts that non-shepherds might think. 
Good shepherds know that their charges are pretty smart, which is why they need to do some “whispering” with the sheep like Millan does with his dogs. A good shepherd needs to understand what the sheep see when they see the shepherd. 

Smart sheep see the Shepherd
Australian shepherd John Powell is one such “sheep whisperer.” After several years of drought reduced his flock and a snake killed his loyal sheepdog, Angie, John was faced with a dilemma: how to keep a herd of sheep in the most economical and minimalistic way. 
After restocking his farm with some new lambs, John noticed that his daughter was feeding them willow leaves, which is apparently like giving chocolate to a candy-crazed toddler. Since John was always close by, he noticed that as these lambs got older, they would follow him anywhere — even if he wasn’t doling out willow leaves. And once those older sheep became leaders of the flock and started to follow John, the herd instinct of the other sheep kicked in and they would go wherever he and the leaders went. 
Just by showing up and being recognized by the leaders of the flock, John is able to herd as many as a thousand sheep at a time by himself with no help from dogs or motorcycles or any of the other things that other shepherds use to control sheep these days. It’s a gentler way of shepherding that keeps the sheep calm and happy, and calm sheep tend to be better producers of wool and meat. 
It’s all about knowing the sheep and being known by them. 
No wonder that Jesus chose the image of a shepherd —  a “sheep whisperer” — who knows his sheep intimately and is known by them. He wasn’t the first to use this image, of course. Leaders were often compared to shepherds in the ancient world, and Israel’s history reveals that the whispering ability of those shepherds could make all the difference. 

Sheep that don’t see the Shepherd
In Ezekiel 34, for example, the prophet compares the bad shepherd-kings of Israel who greedily “feed themselves” but not the sheep (v. 11) with God who will make the sheep “lie down” in safety (v. 15). God will seek the “lost,” bring back the “strayed,” bind up the “injured” and strengthen the “weak” as a good sheep whisperer will do, knowing that these are the keys to a healthy flock. To ensure that it is done well, God said that he would “set up one shepherd over them, my servant David” who shall “feed them and be their shepherd” (v. 23).
That Good Shepherd, of course, is Jesus, who is both son of David and Son of God. In today’s gospel reading, Jesus picks up God’s critique of Israel’s bad shepherds (in this case, the Pharisees), and expresses again what the Good Shepherd does: he knows and cares for the sheep even if it costs him everything, including his own life. “I am the good shepherd,” he says. “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (v. 11). 
Unlike strangers and hired hands who treat the sheep like a mindless collective, exploiting them or running away when things get tough, the Good Shepherd is intimately and symbiotically connected with his flock. It’s no coincidence that Jesus once again brings up his sheep whisperer credentials during the festival of the Dedication (which is now known as Hanukkah) which celebrated the victory of the Maccabees over foreign Gentile invaders during the intertestamental period. The Maccabees had given their lives in defense of the nation and were fiercely devoted to God and the temple, doing everything in their power to preserve their people (vv. 22-23). Jesus was about to do the same, but on an even greater scale and for an even greater flock that would include bringing in Gentiles who were not yet part of the “fold” (v. 16). 
 The “Jews” (meaning the Jewish leaders) wanted Jesus to declare that he was the Messiah, but Jesus declares that he has already done so by revealing that he is the “shepherd” God promised through Ezekiel (v. 24). As if that weren’t enough, Jesus’ “works” should have been testimony enough (v. 25). 
The reason the Jewish leaders didn’t see it was because they didn’t belong to Jesus’ flock — they didn’t recognize his voice, his manner, his care or his leadership (v. 26). What did these sheep see instead? They saw a rabble-rouser, a malcontent, a radical and a fraud. They saw someone who was draining the loyalty of the people from them and to himself. They saw someone who was always taking potshots at their self-righteousness and hypocrisy.
In this sense, the sheep saw accurately. Yet by interpreting what these so-called “sheep” saw accurately, Jesus reveals them to be not sheep at all, but wolves in sheep’s clothing. These leaders who should have been the elders of the flock leading Israel to follow the Good Shepherd had failed like their predecessors long ago in Ezekiel’s day.  

What the sheep need
“My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me,” says Jesus (v. 27). They follow him because they know they will receive the three things that sheep need to thrive: to be well-fed, to be safe and not stressed and to have someone looking out for them. 
Jesus sums all that up in one sentence: “I give them eternal life, and they will never perish” (v. 28). This is the “abundant” life that Jesus spoke of previously (v. 10). It’s an abundant life made possible because the Good Shepherd puts the sheep ahead of himself. 
As English shepherd James Rebanks says in his first rule of shepherding: “It’s not about you. It’s about the sheep and the land.” Jesus demonstrates this like no other. When the sheep see Jesus, they see a shepherd who has their best interests at heart, and they know it because he is willing to die for them. “No one will snatch them out of my hand” (v. 28). Jesus can do this because he is God’s promised Good Shepherd; in fact, he is God in person. “What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand. The Father and I are one” (vv. 29-30). 

The under-shepherds
We who are part of Jesus’ flock have heard the voice of Jesus “whispering” to us, but, like Jesus, we also have a shepherding task. We sheep are also under-shepherds who care for others and want to bring them into Jesus’ fold where they can experience abundant, eternal life. 
To do that, we have to be willing to care for the sheep like Jesus does, to know what they need and to lead them well. Every one of us has a small flock we are given to tend, be it a family, a group of coworkers, a group of friends at school or even a small group at church. 
What do our “sheep” see when they look at us?
We’re called to hear the shepherd’s voice and then, as leaders of the flock, to lead them in following him. We do that by reflecting his care — ensuring that people are well-fed spiritually and physically; that we create an environment of peace where people feel valued, loved and cared for; and that we care about the flock more than we care about ourselves. When we do that well, others will want to follow where we lead. 
Perhaps that will lead us to pray a different sort of prayer. We might pray, “Lord, help me to be the pastor my congregation thinks I am.” This is a good prayer.
And a good prayer for the congregation is, “Lord, help me to be the kind of sheep that leads others to the Shepherd. Amen.” 
Bob Kaylor, Tom Plumbley, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Jesus as the agnus Dei
· What do sheep need?
· The job description of a pastor

Participation Pointers:
· Today is Good Shepherd Sunday (observed on the Fourth Sunday of Easter). Hymns, banners, artwork and themes can all be coordinated to commemorate Jesus as the Good Shepherd.
· If the sermon theme as suggested above is to see the Shepherd, a good song to sing is “Open the Eyes of My Heart, Lord.”
· Write a litany or “Prayers of the People” with the response: “I want to see you, Lord” or “Lord, I want to see you.”

Sources:
Gladwell, Malcolm. What the Dog Saw: And Other Adventures. Back Bay Books, 2009.
McLeonard, Kieren. “The sheep whisperer calms his flock.” ABC Rural Website. September 26, 2012. abc.net.au. Retrieved December 6, 2018. 
Rebanks, James. The Shepherd’s Life: A Tale of the Lake District. Penguin Books, 2017. 
“Sheep Behavior.” Sheep 101 Website. Sheep101.info. Retrieved December 6, 2018. 
Witherington, Ben III. John’s Wisdom: A Commentary on the Fourth Gospel. Westminster John Knox, 1995, 190-91. 


Animating Illustrations
Annie MacLean: I’ve heard you help people with horse problems.
Tom Booker: Truth is, I help horses with people problems.
—Dialogue between Annie MacLean (Kristin Scott Thomas) and legendary horse trainer Tom Booker (Robert Redford), from the 1998 film The Horse Whisperer. MacLean has brought her teenaged daughter, Grace — who was hit by a truck while riding a horse — to Montana so Booker can help her heal her emotional and other wounds.

##

Wolves are disciplined not only when they hunt but also when they travel, when they play and when they eat. Nature doesn’t view discipline as a negative thing. Discipline is DNA. Discipline is survival.
―Cesar Millan, Cesar’s Way: The Natural, Everyday Guide to Understanding and Correcting Common Dog Problems (Crown, 2006), 215.

##

The moral of the story is no matter how much money or power you have, how many academic degrees or how many priceless works of art you own, your dogs don’t care. They do care how unstable you are, because, being pack-oriented, it directly affects them. Dogs do know how comfortable you are with yourself, how happy you are, how fearful you are, and what is missing inside of you. They can’t tell you, but they absolutely know exactly who you are. You can ask a human, “Are you happy?” Some, like my friend Tycoon, will say, “Of course” — either hiding or unaware of the fact that he’s not. Then you’ll see the dog. The dog can’t hide his emotions, and he’s clearly not happy. It becomes very obvious by reading a dog, how stable or unstable his human companion is. Our dogs are our mirrors — but do we dare look into their eyes and truly see our reflections?
―Cesar Millan, Be the Pack Leader: Use Cesar’s Way to Transform Your Dog ... and Your Life (Crown, 2007), 19.

##

We’ve seen it many times before in the world of politics. An election is on the distant horizon, and the power-brokers are trying to figure out who their candidate is going to be. Senator So-and-So and Governor So-and-So start showing up in Iowa and New Hampshire for no apparent reason.
Are they going to run? Hard to say. They’ll neither confirm nor deny. But they do continue to find excuses to travel to those early-primary states.
The background to today’s gospel lesson is similar. A dark horse candidate has popped up in Jerusalem, and the pundits want to find out from him, once and for all, what his true intentions are.
That dark horse candidate is Jesus. The job for which some movers and shakers are trying to draft him is Messiah.
“Tell us, Rabbi Jesus” — wink, wink, nudge, nudge — “are you in it to win it, or do you prefer to play hard-to-get? If you’re the Messiah, tell us plainly!”
Jesus could have done one of two things. He could have said, “Yes, I’m the Messiah,” or he could have said, “Sorry, not interested.” But there’s a third alternative: the cagey “I’m discussing it with my people.”
His response sounds more like that third alternative. “Look, you’ve seen what I can do. You’ve heard the teachings, you’ve seen the healings. Can’t you connect the dots?” He dances right up to the line, but never steps over.
“But then,” he goes on to say, even more mysteriously, “I don’t suppose you can. You’re not one of my sheep, are you? Only my sheep understand who I truly am.”
The reference to sheep can likewise be understood as political. Remember who the greatest king of Israel was? David. What was his job before Samuel the kingmaker took him aside and anointed him? Shepherd.
So, is Jesus engaging in political posturing here? Some around him fervently hope that he is. What do you think?

##

The truth is that sheep are far smarter than we know.
A 2001 study by Keith Kendrick, who is now at the University of Electronic Science and Technology in China, found that they can recognize and remember at least 50 individual faces for more than two years. That is longer than many humans.
In the study, Kendrick’s team trained sheep to distinguish between 25 pairs of sheep, by associating one member of each pair with a food reward.
“Sheep showed clear behavioral signs of recognizing… individuals by vocalizing in response to their face pictures,” says Kendrick. The team also found evidence that sheep can differentiate facial expressions, and prefer a smile to a frown.
At the time, Kendrick told BBC News: “The way the sheep’s brain is organized suggests they must have some kind of emotional response to what they see in the world.”
Caroline Lee of the CSIRO in Australia has also studied sheep intelligence. She discovered that sheep can learn how to navigate out of a complex maze. The enticing sight of their fellow sheep friends awaiting them at the finish helped them reach the exit. ...
Suddenly sheep do not seem so dumb after all.
Harriet Constable, “Sheep are not stupid, and they are not helpless either,” BBC Earth, April 19, 2017. bbc.com. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

##

Shepherds, like the sheep themselves, learn quickly that the path to success depends on tending to the flock but caring for the individual. Providing clean water, ample forage and shelter to an entire flock is essential to maintaining the health of the flock. But the success of a shepherd or shepherdess is in the compassion they have for each individual. This means being able to identify a sick or injured sheep or lamb within a flock of hundreds or thousands of sheep. Assisting with the birth of a lamb when needed, caring for a lamb orphaned by its mother, providing the expectant mother with enhanced nutrition or weaning a lamb in a compassionate manner are all part of that job. The more concern the shepherd has for the individuals who are in need of health care, supplemental food assistance or individual attention, the healthier the flock and the more profitable the whole operation is. (This lesson applies to more than a flock of sheep.)
—Craig Rogers, “10 things I’ve learned from lambs,” ModernFarmer.com. Mr. Rogers is a shepherd. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

##

When Molly was 4 years old she looked at me sternly across the kitchen table and said, with a wisdom beyond her years, “The trouble with you, Dad, is that it is all about the sheep.”
I love lambing time. In the long, sodden and wind-lashed winter weeks, I sometimes daydream of escaping the muddy tedium, but I wouldn’t want to miss lambing. I’ve always loved it, ever since I used to follow my grandad around, helping him feed the ewes in pens of little hay bales, sometimes being given one to lamb like my daughters do now.
I always marvel at how gentle some of the men were at this time of year, how you saw them kneeling in the mud or the straw of the pens, delicately threading a stomach tube down an ailing lamb’s throat, over the little pink tongue. You could see how much they cared. My dad would be gutted if he lost a lamb; it would hang over him like a grey cloud until he had put things right by saving others.
—James Rebanks, “Could you handle life as a modern-day shepherd?”, The Telegraph, March 21, 2015 (excerpt from his book, The Shepherd’s Life: Modern Dispatches from an Ancient Landscape. about his life as a shepherd in England’s Lake District). telegraph.co.uk. Retrieved November 26, 2018.

Commentary
John 10:22-30 
Modern scholars have been divided on the question of whether the Fourth Evangelist’s report of an exchange between Jesus and “the Jews” (that is, certain leaders in Jerusalem who, according to the account here, have grave concerns about the direction of Jesus’ ministry) is a genuine historical reminiscence or a bit of literary artifice. Where there is general consensus is that there are two connections between the content of the exchange and the “Feast of Dedication,” now commonly known as Hanukkah.
This feast marked the rededication of the Jerusalem temple following its defilement by the Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who had consecrated there a statue of Zeus (the “abomination that makes desolate” in Daniel 11:31; 12:11). Antiochus’ actions sparked the Maccabean Revolt that ushered in a period of relative independence for Judea lasting about a century until the Roman occupation of Pompey. The festival was, for obvious reasons then, associated with Jewish nationalist aspirations, and so was an opportune time to press Jesus on the issue of his messianic status (v. 24).
That Jesus frames his response in terms of the imagery of “sheep” may also be related to the festival since the usual scriptural readings in the synagogues at this time of year were related to shepherds. Within the context of this gospel there are also the two attempts by Jesus himself to describe his relationship with the people using the “figure of speech” of sheep and shepherds that his audience nevertheless “did not understand” (v. 6). The evangelist sets the two uses of the sheep imagery in the first part of the chapter (see vv. 1-6 and 7-18) on a different yet proximate occasion (note the “At that time” and changes of setting in vv. 22-23) to the exchange begun in this lectionary reading (and that extends through v. 39). Nevertheless, the evangelist tightly integrates this exchange with what has come immediately before through the repetition of key words.
The first repetition is actually made by the Jews who question Jesus, although it is obscured by the English translation. They preface their real concern in verse 24 about whether Jesus considers himself the Messiah with the rhetorical question, “How long will you keep us in suspense?” Although this is certainly the correct sense of this rather unusual Greek idiom, their literal statement is, “How long will you lift up/remove our soul/life?” (). This idiomatic expression repeats the words ( and , “life” and “take”) that Jesus had used in verses 17-18 to state that, while he “lays down [his] life,” no one “takes it” from him. In a subtle bit of irony — made all the subtler by the use of the Greek synonyms for “take” and “life” — it is precisely because Jesus has not been given their lives/souls by the Father that they do not hear his testimony so as to believe and, thus, become insusceptible to being “snatched ... out of” Jesus’, and ultimately the Father’s, hand (vv. 29-30).
The second repetition comes in Jesus’ answer to their request that, “If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly” (v. 24). Jesus does not really respond to their request; rather, he shifts the location of the problem away from himself. There can be no plainer response than “the works” that he is doing “in [the] Father’s name” that testify clearly to who he is (v. 25) — clearly, that is, to those who “believe.” It is because they do not believe that they cannot recognize his works as those of the Messiah, and they “do not believe because [they] do not belong to [Jesus’] sheep” (v. 26). Those who belong to him hear his voice calling to them in his acts of ministry, and they follow this one whom they know (v. 27; cf. v. 4). The very fact, then, that those who are questioning Jesus are unsure about whether he is the Messiah is itself an indication that they do not belong to him, and so will not be able to believe in him.
There is a rather notorious textual problem in verse 29 that gives rise to the differing translations of the NRSV (“What my Father has given me is greater ...”) and the NIV (“My Father, who has given them to me, is greater ...”). The manuscripts actually present four variant readings, but they all hinge on the gender of the relative pronoun — neuter, “what,” or masculine, “who” — and the comparative adjective “greater” that modifies it. Whereas, grammatically, we would expect the gender of the pronoun and adjective to agree, there are manuscripts that exhibit every possible combination (masculine-masculine, masculine-neuter, neuter-masculine and neuter-neuter). All the confusion might have abated if an unambiguously masculine or neuter direct object had been supplied for the verb “snatch” in the second clause of the verse, but, alas, all the manuscripts have an elliptical construction there that omits explicit use of the direct object. In keeping with their respective decisions regarding the gender of the pronoun, the NRSV translators supply “it” in the second clause, whereas the NIV translators supply “them” as an object in both clauses.
Text critics generally prefer readings that can explain other variants, and so they tend to come down on the side of the neuter forms. Had the text originally used a masculine pronoun to refer to God as “greater than all” (as in the NIV), it is doubtful that anyone would have altered it. The unexpectedness of the neuter pronoun just after “Father,” and the absence of a clear antecedent identifying just “what” is “greater than all else,” might have prompted some scribes to smooth out the text by changing the gender of the pronoun to masculine, thereby supplying it with an obvious antecedent. If, with the NRSV, we follow this more difficult reading, then we should probably understand the “what” as referring in a collective sense to those whom God has given to Jesus, who are seen as greater than all those who have not been so given and so do not believe.
Here in John’s gospel, then, the greatness of those who believe as compared to those who do not arises directly and only from God’s having given them to Jesus to be their “good shepherd” (v. 11), and to the surety they can never be taken from him. Others will never be able to hear (in the senses of understand and follow) his voice, no matter how “plainly” he speaks to them.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	John 10:22-30 
Ask the children to explain what a shepherd does. Perhaps they will mention that a shepherd takes care of sheep, gives sheep food and water and keeps the sheep safe from danger. Now ask the children, “What can you tell me about sheep?” (Do you have a stuffed lamb you can use for a prop?) They might say that sheep are good followers — they follow the shepherd and the shepherd’s sheepdog. (If time allows, you might want to talk more about the sheepdog.) We can be good followers of Jesus, the Good Shepherd, by following him without reservation, just like the sheep follow their shepherd. Show the children something made out of wool — a sweater or a shirt. How does the wool from the sheep get made into a sweater? (Search online for “images of raw wool” for some great pictures of the raw wool and then the final product of a skein of wool yarn.) Just as the sheep give us wool, we, too, have gifts that are uniquely our own that we can give to one another. Give each child a piece of woolen yarn and ask the parents or Sunday school teachers to tie the yarn around their wrists. As the yarn is tied, each child is to say what he or she will do to be a good follower of Jesus.

Worship Resources

Calls to Worship — General
We gather together in the presence of our Shepherd God, who calls us each by name, who restores our souls, who leads us in the way of righteousness and whose goodness and love never stop pursuing us. This is the God we have come to worship!

Affirmations of Faith — General
Good Shepherd Sunday
You, O God, are our Shepherd.
You provide everything we need.
You let us rest in green meadows
and lead us beside quiet streams.
You renew our strength,
and guide us in ways that bring honor to your name.

Even when we walk through difficult valleys,
we will not fear,
for you always near—
protecting and comforting us,
guarding and guiding us every step we take.

You prepare a feast for us
in the presence of our enemies.
You welcome us as friends
and lavish your blessings on us.

We know that your goodness and unfailing love
will continue to pursue us all the days of our lives,
and that after our lives here are over,
we will spend eternity in your presence.
—Based on Psalm 23, today’s Psalm reading.

Hymns
Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us
The Lord’s My Shepherd
The King of Love My Shepherd Is

Praise 
Lamb of God (Paris)
Let My Life Be Worship (True)
He Knows My Name (Walker)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fourth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 9:36-43*
Psalm 23*
Revelation 7:9-17*
John 10:22-30*
[bookmark: _GoBack]*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.
