May 15, 2011		Abundant Living		John 10:1-10


In our sanctuary, you see the window with Jesus as the Good Shepherd holding a lamb.  That image is comforting to us.  However, the image of the Good Shepherd in the gospel of John is not there to provide comfort, but rather encouragement.  John’s gospel uses the image of the Good Shepherd to inspire faith and trust in Christians during difficult times.

If you were a Jewish Christian at the time John’s gospel came out, the image of the Good Shepherd would help you hold onto your faith even though you’ve been evicted from the synagogue because of your belief in Jesus as Messiah.  The manna in the wilderness that now sustains you is Jesus as the Bread of Heaven.  Your understanding of the law is now tempered by Jesus as the Messiah to whom the Torah bore witness.  The way of faith is no longer strict adherence to the law as written, but following the law as witnessed by the life of Jesus.

The Good Shepherd is not comfort, but inspiration for living in the midst of trying times.  Living faith is abundant living.  But if we slip back into those comfortable images for Jesus, abundant living can become something much more materialistic.  John Paul Getty is quoted as saying, “The meek shall inherit the earth, but not the mineral rights.”  Perhaps even better known is W. C. Fields remark that “a rich man is nothing but a poor man with money.”

Wealth does supply comfort, but not abundant living as scripture teaches.  Abundant living is abundant faith; faith that accepts the challenges of continuing the ministry of Christ; faith that sustains even in the midst of hardship. We need to be made uncomfortable and not water down the strictures of faith.  The biblical teaching is that it is harder for a rich man to enter heaven than it is for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle, a small gate into old Jerusalem where adults have to bend over to get through.  It is not a stroll from the family room into the kitchen.

When Jesus declares that he came that we might have life and have it abundantly, he did not mean that faith would make life comfortable and cushy for all of us.  He meant that we would have life amid all of the harshness, all the problems, all the little deaths that we experience in our lives.  The abundant life is not a guarantee of perpetual health and constant comfort, but that we will have more than enough grace, mercy, and love to share with others.  Abundant living is built on generosity and joy that celebrates life where there appears only to be death and denial.

Jesus moved through his ministry identifying and rebuking evil, alleviating pain and distress wherever he found it.  And he calls us to do the same as his followers and promises that we will have abundance; more than enough to share.  We are called together to be people who live that truth.  We are people who have been given abundant life—full of grace, mercy and love that we freely share.  Being the incarnate body of Christ demands that we encounter the pain of this world and give as we have been given.  And so we have and so we will continue.

We see this lesson illustrated in the letters of Peter.  In this particular passage, Peter is using the image of a slave and master.  It is not the comfort of the master that is highlighted, but the service of the slave.

Read I Peter 2:19-25

