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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Fourth Sunday 

of Easter and Good Shepherd Sunday.  Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those 

online.   

Today we remember with love and gratitude how we have been shepherded in our lives.  

We recall times that God has provided green pastures for us, or Christ has led us to still waters, or 

the Holy Spirit has restored our souls.  We remember ways that other people were good shepherds 

to us when we were children or when we were lost and going through a hard time as adults.   

We remember that the one who said I am the Good Shepherd also said, “Follow me,” and 

sent us out to do the same shepherding work he did.  We are all sheep, and we are all shepherds.   

Everyone here today needs the comfort of feeling cared about and cared for, and everyone 

here today can give that gift to another person.  So please linger after worship either over ice 

cream sandwiches outside or on the Zoom screen and extend your good shepherding especially to 

those you do not know or do not know well.  May all of us feel at home in this beloved flock.   

Call to Worship:  One reason the 23rd Psalm is so comforting is that it asks nothing of us, 

it demands nothing of us, it is a freely given gift of unconditional love.  The Lord is my shepherd 

and yours and yours and everyone’s, just as we are.   

Anyone can say this Psalm and have it be true, from the person convicted of murder on 

death row to the pope in the Vatican.  We can rest in it like a lamb in Christ’s arms.   

Another reason the 23rd Psalm is so comforting is that it can remind us of a parent or 

grandparent or elder in our church, someone who loved these same words, and who was like a 

good shepherd to us.  Today we remember and honor them, and we pay forward the same gift to 

others.  Let us worship together in gratitude and joy… 
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Children’s Time:   Today is Good Shepherd Sunday, when we think about how Jesus or 

God is like a good shepherd and we are like their sheep.  So what does that mean about how God 

is with us?  What does it mean for God to be a good shepherd to us?   

These photographs may help you think about it.  
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First, I’d like you to imagine that these people are all the good shepherd, and you are the 

lamb.  If these people are all God holding you in their arms, how does God feel?   

So here is the interesting thing about these photographs.  These people themselves are 

sheep, they are a flock and someone else is being the good shepherd and loving and caring for 

them like Jesus.  The woman in the last photograph is Emily Howe, a member of the big Howe 

farm family of Tunbridge.  The first two are photographs she took the day that she brought her 

lambs to the old Brookside Nursing Home as an act of love to share with people who were sick or 

dying and cooped up inside.  She brought comfort and joy to all these people with her good 

shepherding of them.   

And this reminds me of something Jesus taught.  He said, [Matthew 18:] What do you 

think? If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the 

ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? 13And if he finds it, 

truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. 14So it is 

not the will of God in heaven that one of these little ones should be lost.”  

God never forgets us.  I hope you remember that for the rest of your life. God is always 

holding you the way those people hold that lamb.  And Jesus wants us to be sure never to forget 

others who might get lost or forgotten.  Jesus wants us to be good shepherds for them.   

So today after the service and all days, be sure to share your friendship with anyone you 

think could use a little love.   
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There is something we can do that is like a lamb leaping into the arms of God… Pray!  Let 

us pray the prayer Jesus taught us… 

Sermon:  Laying Down Our Lives for One Another  

The scriptures today have a life or death urgency about them.  They are trying to save our 

lives.   

The 23rd Psalm says, “Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will 

fear no evil, for thou art with me.”   

The book of First John says, “We know that we have passed from death to life because we 

love one another. Whoever does not love abides in death.”  First John says that people who 

murder, who take life from others, do not have eternal life in them.  

Yet someone who has committed murder is capable of turning back to the unconditional, 

life-giving love of God.  The 23rd Psalm offers hope of restoration to any sheep, no matter how 

lost.  Jesus says in today’s gospel passage, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they 

follow me. I give them eternal life… No one will snatch them out of my hand.” 

The enormity of the good shepherd’s grace is breathtaking.  Imagine being a person who 

had committed murder and coming to understand that you can be saved from the valley of the 

shadow of death that has swallowed you.  Imagine being our own selves just as we are today, 

with all our faults and selfishness and forgetfulness of the Spirit, feeling the Good Shepherd take 

us up in his arms from the wilderness where we have strayed and set us back on the sacred way 

The urgent message of these passages is that there is a way from death to life, and that is 

the way of the Good Shepherd, and that is a way of love.  

Our neighbor in the Upper Valley, bestselling author Jodi Picoult, wrote a novel, Change 

of Heart, about a man condemned for murdering a man and his step-daughter who decides that 

donating his heart to the sister of the girl he was convicted of killing is the way to save himself. 

I John says, “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay 

down our lives for one another.”  For the character in Jodi Picoult’s novel it is a literal laying 

down of his life and a physical giving of his heart, but for all of us, the way to our salvation is 

through a love that lets go of our attachment to our comfortable life in order to be free to give our 

heart in the service of others. 



Laying Down Our Lives for One Another 

 

5 

Sybil was a matriarch of a United Church of Christ congregation in Georgia.  She was one 

of many in her generation in that church who loved and held on tight to their traditions.  One of 

those traditions was of Sunday morning as the most segregated hour of the week, with whites and 

blacks worshipping in their own congregations.   

Another tradition was the avoidance of the word or even the thought of homosexuality.  So 

Sybil was shocked when the grandson of a friend stood up in church one day in the 1990s and 

said that he was gay, and needed assurance that he was still welcome there.   

Sybil was dismayed when the congregation decided a short while later to explore 

becoming officially Open to and Affirming of people of all sexual orientations.  She refused to 

participate in the education programs or discussions, so it made no sense to her when two years 

later her church voted overwhelmingly and joyfully to declare itself Open and Affirming.   

She not only felt it was wrong to talk about such a thing in church, but she thought people 

would flee to other churches and the congregation would die.   

Yet rather than shrinking, the congregation started growing.  A few of the new people were 

gay or lesbian, but most were not.  They came because they wanted to be part of a church that had 

the courage to love all people, even those whom others hated, and in their small town that took 

real courage.   

Then Sybil received one more shock.  A young gay couple joined the church and soon 

adopted a very cute set of twins whose skin was black.   

Then it was the congregation’s turn to be shocked, because the first time one of the babies 

started fussing during worship, Sybil got up out of the pew where she had sat since she was a girl, 

and marched across the sanctuary and plopped herself down next to the two young men and 

reached for the baby. 

Every week after that Sybil sat with the couple and helped out as she could.  She became 

the men’s adopted grandmother, and the proud adopted great-grandmother of the twins. 

For Sybil, laying down her life meant opening to changes that she thought would be the 

death of the church, and thought might even be the death of her.  Yet laying down her life freed 

her from death and gave her more abundant life because she did it out of love for others who were 

in need of what she could offer.   
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Love is the gift of God that is greater than all else. It is what Jesus was talking about in 

today’s passage.  It transforms everything.  Sybil was almost unrecognizable with the joy that 

those babies brought out.  She was resurrected, made new.  She was a lost sheep restored to the 

flock.  She was restored to God. 

The Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber, said, “The true meaning of love one’s neighbor is 

not that it is a command from God which we are to fulfill, but that through it and in it we meet 

God.” Many of us can attest to this.  We have found our way through a wilderness of painful 

change, or we have found healing for our own losses or suffering, by loving and serving others.  

Ancient wisdom urges humanity to recognize this truth about good shepherding as a law of 

nature.   

Following the sacred way of the good shepherd means loving our neighbor as our self, it 

means compassion for the lost and vulnerable sheep on earth, it means we lay down our lives not 

just for those we know but for the stranger and even for the enemy.  Good shepherding means 

promoting the well-being of the whole global flock and earth’s green pastures and still waters.  It 

means seeking the sacred way, the path of rightness, and walking together with others who are 

seeking it, and it means not letting the shadow of death ever be the end, but returning to the light 

of goodness and mercy over and over. 

Our task is to hold onto that path’s ideal and follow the good shepherds around us who 

help us return to it when we stray.  Our task is to shepherd whatever part of the flock and the 

pasture come under our care, starting with our own hearts, minds, spirits and bodies and moving 

into the world from there. 

Our task is to imagine it is possible for all humanity to wake up to this wisdom, to realize 

that the joyful, meaningful life comes not through materialism or attracting love to ourselves, but 

through extending compassion and lovingkindness to others.  Our task is to study and practice 

this path, to model and teach it, and to lay down our lives for the cause of moving humanity to 

live as good shepherds in harmony with one another and the earth.  Let us pray in silence… 

 Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

  It’s worth going out 
      on a gray day 

  to see a daffodil blossom. 
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