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Jesus said this in response to the Pharisees’ criticism of him: 
“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the 
gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. The one who 
enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens 
the gate for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep 
by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he 
goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him because they know his 
voice. They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him 
because they do not know the voice of strangers.” Jesus used this figure 
of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying 
to them. So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the 
gate for the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and bandits; 
but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters by 
me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. The 
thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may 
have life, and have it abundantly. 
 
 
Will you pray with me? 
Holy One, 
We who live in a world of cities, tall buildings, 
one way streets, suburbs, and gated communities 
don’t necessarily know what sheep are like 
or what shepherding entails. 
Sometimes we do feel like sheep in our world 
being herded by the dos and don’ts, 
oughts and ought naughts, 
voices we don’t even recognize. 



Sometimes the din of the voices gets so loud 
we can’t even recognize our own voice. 
Calm and quiet our hearts, our minds and our souls 
to that one small voice; yours. 
And in hearing your voice, may we use our own voices 
to speak your words of grace to one another. Amen. 
 
Today’s scripture has caused me to spend some time thinking about 
gates. Our call to worship reminded us that gates serve many functions 
depending, for the most part, on where they are located. Gates keep 
children away from unsupervised swimming pool water. Gates 
welcome visitors to tourist attractions and even some cities. Gates keep 
babies from playing in toilet water and puppies from tracking muddy 
footprints onto the new carpet. In other words, gates keep people in 
and they keep people out.  
 
In the ancient world, gates had multiple purposes as well. First, a gate 
defined the point of entrance and exit. A person or animal passing 
through the gate passed from the realm, possibilities, and expectations 
on one side to the realm, possibilities, and expectations on the other 
side. Second, a gate kept out predators (animal and human). In the case 
of a flock of sheep, it also kept the sheep from wandering off in the 
night, falling off a cliff, or presenting themselves as a meal for a wild 
animal.  In all, the role of the sheep pen and the gate was to create a 
safe space in which the flock could grow.  
 
Likewise the church, at the very least, ought to be a safe place for all 
people. In my opinion, we can mess a lot of things up in our life 
together, but if we consistently mess up being safe space, we can no 
longer say we are a community seeking the ways of Jesus. It is our 
responsibility to continually examine the ways we interact with one 
another and our nighbors, check the words we choose, and the 



priorities we set. All of these things must be held up to this imperative 
that the church be a safe place for all.  
 
Conversations about stewardship can and should help the church to be 
a safe place, a community where everyone is invited to use their 
passion, energy, and time to contribute to building safe community for 
people within these walls and beyond. Stewardship conversations are 
also intended to help us see how powerful our money is when it comes 
to creating the kind of world Jesus talked about and God desires. And 
here in this place, all of us are encouraged to give generously and be 
involved in decisions about how the money we give is spent.  
 
This sermon is the first in a 6-part stewardship series which will 
conclude on the last Sunday in October when we will celebrate the 
ministry plan we have crafted together and our pledges which will fund 
that ministry plan. In the meantime, each month, with the exception of 
July, we will devote one Sunday to stewardship. 3 of the sermons, the 
ones in June, August, and September will focus on one of the core 
values we have identified as important to our life together. In the week 
following each of these three sermons, you are all invited to participate 
in a small group discussion around the core value I preached on the 
preceding Sunday.  
The purpose of these small groups is to look at the ways we are 
engaging each of these core values right now. Also, to consider which 
things we would like to give more or less attention to, and dream about 
what we might like to do in the future. Our goal is to create a plan, with 
input from everyone, that uses our resources in ways that permit us to 
do what we do well and make the most impact in our community and in 
our own lives. In the fellowship hall, there is a sign-up sheet for people 
who would like to be part of a 3-4 person small group that will allow all 
participants’ voices to be heard. The groups will meet 3 times. Once in 
June, once in August, and once in September. Please sign up. Your input 
is so important. 



 
In addition, we hope, by shining a spotlight on each of these core 
values, we will all be better equipped to talk about who we are as 
Disciples Christian Church. As we focus on each one, church leaders in 
charge of the ministries that support each core value will be making a 
plan for 2018 that reflects the feedback given in these small groups. 
This is your opportunity to shape the future of this church. I hope you 
will engage in this process. On Sunday, October 8th, we will have an all 
church assembly which will include worship, a potluck, and a 
presentation of the ministry plan we have hopefully all contributed to 
and a plan for funding the ministry we hope to do. This plan will be 
presented in the form of a story, and over the next few months, you 
will be invited to help write that story. After that event, we will ask you 
to prayerfully consider pledging to generously support that ministry 
plan…with your money, your time, and your talents.  
 
My job in this time is to cast a vision for what I think God might be 
calling us to be and do. I also hope to help us get more comfortable 
talking together about money because, quite frankly, we don’t like to 
talk about it. We would rather talk about what we are doing in the 
community, how we are learning and growing together, and the ways 
we are making a difference in the lives of people who are vulnerable. 
And these are all great things to talk about. But friends, if we want to 
continue to do all of these things together, we have to zero in on the 
things we are most passionate about, the places we can have the most 
impact, and we have to covenant with each other that we will give 
something up in order to contribute more financially to the church. Our 
life together is not about money, it’s about a vision for the future…and 
guess what…it takes money! What I have come to believe is that if we 
believe in what we are trying to do, we aren’t going to be afraid to talk 
about the money we need to do it. The money we give isn’t going to my 
private jet or marble floors in the fellowship hall. We give because we 



believe in what we do. And we are going to talk about that in the 
coming months.  
 
When I was interviewed for this position, I was asked what I would do 
immediately upon arrival to lead the church in the direction it needs to 
go. Honestly, I can’t remember exactly what I said to that question. My 
answer must have been okay because here I am. But, I’ve been here a 
while now, and believe I have a more informed answer to the question. 
I think there are probably some similarities between my original 
response and the answer I would give now. So, here it is. 
 
In this time, I want us to secure the future of this church…not for the 
sake of the church, but for the sake of Bartlesville, OK, and beyond. The 
world needs this church. We can secure the future of the church by 
doing three things. 
First, we have to create a ministry plan and a plan to fund it. This will 
get us all on the same page and keep us all headed in the same 
direction. We will make the most of our resources and bring clarity to 
purpose and our presence in this community.  
Second, we need to work with the Christian Church Foundation to 
begin a Legacy Builders program in the church. A Legacy Builders 
program encourages members to leave a gift to the church in their 
estate plans. With assistance from the Foundation, the church can help 
members provide a lasting witness to their faith and secure the 
financial future of the church for generations to come. Bartlesville 
needs Disciples Christian Church. It is unbelievable the difference we 
can make for the future by including the church in our estate planning. 
  
And third, at every turn, we need to be doing everything we can to 
create ways for people to be part of this faith community. Our call is to 
remove the barriers that keep people on the outside, that keep people 
from being part of the vision that Jesus has set before us. Let’s claim 
the vision of abundant life for ourselves and for our neighbors. Let’s live 



like we believe that gate is wide open for anyone who embraces or 
even tries to embrace the ways of Jesus. 
 
In the Gospel of John, shortly before today’s passage, Jesus healed a 
blind man with a little spit and some dust. And through our text today, 
we, as the readers, sort of listen in as Jesus talks to the Pharisees about 
who he is and what he has done. As usual, the Pharisees were jealous, 
mad, and afraid…not strong leadership qualities. In typical Jesus style, 
he presents his explanation in the form of a riddle. And by the end of 
Jesus’ story about the gate, the shepherd, and the sheep, the Pharisees 
were confused and divided. The riddle might have confused us too. Is 
Jesus the gate? Is he the gatekeeper, or is he the shepherd? Who are 
the thieves? And are we the sheep? Maybe we are as blind as the man 
was before Jesus put germy mud on his eyes. 
 
It’s a lot to sort out. Let’s not get distracted today by the roles in this 
Jesus story. Instead, for today, let’s focus on the image of abundant life 
in the emerging realm of God that Jesus cast for the world. Let’s focus 
on the differences between life outside the gate and life inside the 
gate. And let’s remember that, regardless of the role Jesus plays in the 
story, the way in is through him. It is through the ways of compassion, 
love, inclusion, forgiveness, grace, generosity, peace, mercy, and 
justice. Jesus doesn’t stand at the gate or function as the gate to keep 
people from the fullness of God. He invites them into it. And the ones 
who steal that, the thieves, are the ones who would prey on the most 
vulnerable, who would take that which belongs to God and is meant for 
the benefit of all, and use it only for themselves.  
 
These blankets on the pulpit and lectionary, symbolize just one way, 
we, as the church, continue to claim Jesus’ vision for the world. When I 
went this week to the Church World Service website to see where 
blankets had been sent recently, these are the headlines I read: 
CWS Blankets Keep Families Warm in Central Ohio 



CWS Kits and Blankets Provide Hope in New York 
CWS Blankets and Hygiene Kits Meet Needs in Rugged, Rural Colorado 
CWS Blankets, Keeping Those on the Move Warm 
 
Providing warmth, hope, meeting real physical needs…all things 
necessary for a full life. Throughout the stories in the Gospel of John, 
Jesus, too, provides critical elements to abundant life…water, the bread 
of life, light of the world, and then here in chapter 10, shelter and 
safety in the form of a sheepfold. In our world today, this shepherd, 
sheep, sheepfold imagery might seem a little strange, even irrelevant in 
this time and place. Are there any shepherds among us? 
 
I wonder, though, if it would be helpful for the church to recover the 
theological meaning of the shepherding imagery. Historically, by the 4th 
century, the church had replaced Jesus as shepherd imagery with Jesus 
as elevated ruler of all…a king, like Constantine who united the church 
with the secular state. As the church became an expression of imperial 
power, the shepherd’s staff and crown of thorns were replaced with a 
gilded bishop’s staff and the triple tiara of the pope. Recovering 
shepherding imagery could call the church to simplicity, sacrifice, and 
solidarity in a time when many have lost their way. Honestly, I think this 
is one of the reasons Pope Francis has been so popular with people, 
even people who would not identify as Catholic. Pope Francis has, in 
many ways, rejected the traditional ways of being pope and embraced 
leadership as shepherd and protector.  
 
There are times I think of ministry in terms of shepherding. My 
experiences have been more like herding cats than sheep, but 
nevertheless… 
 
We are human beings who desperately need each other. We are 
human beings with passion and energy that this community and the 
world need so badly. We are human beings who do amazing things and 



who make mistakes. We say and do things we wish we hadn’t later. And 
we are human beings who are so loved by God and have so much love 
to share with the world. I hope in the coming months, together, we will 
make a plan for 2018 that we will be so compelling and so exciting that 
with every fiber of our beings we want to make it happen. I hope that, 
in October, when I ask you to support it financially, you are excited to 
fill out your pledge card.  
 
You are such an extraordinary group of people. I can’t wait to see what 
we do together. Amen? Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


