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Listening to and Following the Good Shepherd 
C-Easter 4, John 10:22-30, Psalm 23, 4/17/16 

Robert Woody 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence: We cannot hear or follow Jesus if we are unwilling to turn away 
from what’s drowning out his voice and letting go of what is holding us back. 

 

Children’s Sermon:   
Who likes hiking in the wilderness?  Would you like someday to go backpacking maybe in a mountain 

wilderness in Colorado?  Maybe Indian Peaks Wilderness, just south of Rocky Mountain National Park?  
Ok, how are you going to find your way through the wilderness?  Find a good camping spot?  Find water 
to drink?  Get a Map.  Here’s a map of Indian Peaks Wilderness.  Here’s where I’ve been camping several 
times.  Also camped over here once with Seth.  Caught a bunch of trout in this lake.   

Ok, problem solved, all you need to find your way and the best camping places and avoid all the 
dangers is just have a map, right?  Maybe not.  Maybe you need a little more guidance.   Here’s a book 
about Indian Peaks Wilderness and it describes in detail what you will find when you hike up one of 
these trails.  And it will make suggestions on where to camp or find water.   

Problem solved?  Maybe not completely.  If you have never been there before, it might be good to 
have a guide or a fellow hiker who has been there before, to help you work out the details.  If you have a 
map, guide book and an experienced guide, you are ready 

 
OK, as you know, all that was about a metaphor.  Here’s the real issue.  All of you are headed out on 

a huge life adventure.  Someday you will leave home and probably go off to some college to learn about 
some career or job you are interested in.  And someday you may travel across the country to take a new 
job.  And someday you may meet someone who will become your spouse, your life partner.  How do you 
figure out which college to go to?  What job to take?  Who to marry? 

So where do you find a map to guide you on this Life journey?  So you can make good decisions and 
go the right direction?  Something that gives you the basics?  Here’s one – the Bible.  Here’s another 
one, the Prayer Book.  Another one would be coming to Church regularly.  All of these things are sort of 
like a map that will help you hear God’s voice so God can guide and shepherd you on your life journey.   

But sometimes you will have to make very specific decisions, like where to camp or not camp.  Who 
should I marry?  Which job should I take?  That’s when you need to “tune in” even more closely to hear 
God’s voice on a specific issue.  How do you “tune in” to hear God’s voice on a very specific issue?  
Maybe read a good book and probably find someone like a wilderness guide or someone who has 
experience and has been down this road.  Where do you find that?  Sometimes a parent or counselor or 
pastor can help.  Sometimes extra prayer and reflection, and getting away from distractions will help you 
tune in to and hear God’s voice guiding you through the wilderness and on your life Adventure.   

 
You may never go backpacking in the wilderness, but you will go off on a huge adventurous Life 

Journey.   
So are you ready to take off on your Life Adventure?  Got a map and a guide?  Go for it. 
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Adult Sermon:    
“My sheep hear my voice.  I know them, and they follow me.” 
 
If we are serious about being followers of the Risen Christ, we’ve got to be able to recognize and 

hear his voice and then let go of the things that are holding us back so we can follow him.   
Christianity is not a destination, where, once we have arrived, we simply settle in and start securing 

our place and acquiring our abundance.  Being a Christian is more like an adventurous journey, in which 
we are called to follow the Risen Christ, through an ever-changing landscape that challenges us to 
stretch and grow into the fullness of who God created us to be.   

It can be a scary journey.  Correction, it will be a scary journey, at times.  That’s why we love the 23rd 
Psalm.  Let’s look at it again.   

 It is a traveler’s prayer, not a squatter’s.   A traveler, who has a tendency to worry about what we 
will eat or wear or where we will sleep.  We worry about losing our way and walking through dark 
valleys of death.  We know we could not make it without the assurance of our Lord’s constant presence 
and protection.  And we trust our Shepherd to lead us to places of beauty (“green pastures”), places of 
serenity (“beside still waters”), places of renewal (“restores my soul”), places of safety (“you are with 
me”).  Our Shepherd leads us to places of communion, even in the midst of conflict (“you prepare a 
table before me”).  And ultimately he leads us to eternity (“I shall dwell in the house of the Lord, my 
whole life long, forever”).   

It is a journeyer’s prayer, a pilgrim who strives to recognize, to hear over the cacophony of false 
voices the true voice, the one true voice.  And to follow that voice, leaving behind comfortable, familiar 
places, in hope and trust, for something even better. 

 
If we are serious about being followers of the Risen Christ, we’ve got to be able to recognize and 

hear his voice; and then, let go of the things that are holding us back from following.  Jesus’ first disciples 
had to leave behind much of their former lives, – their careers, their sources of income, even their 
families to continue to hear Jesus’ voice and follow the Jesus Way. 

We all experience this reality in many different ways, over and over in our life journey, often in little 
ways, and sometimes on a grand scale.  When we are in the midst of life-changing decisions, we need to 
listen intently for the voice, the one true voice; and to consciously and intentionally tune out everything 
else.  And then to walk on, following our Shepherd, leaving behind familiar, comfortable territory for a 
future that is largely unknown.   

 
I want to talk about two basic levels or contexts for hearing God’s voice.  One is the basic 

foundational truths of our faith tradition.   For example: Love God.  Love your neighbor.  Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you.  When we begin our journey with God and with Jesus as 
our Lord, we need to first listen to and follow these basics.   

Today we will start the formal Life Journey of following Christ for our young brother, Benjamin.  And 
on his behalf, his parents and his sponsors  will promise that Benjamin will follow our Baptismal 
Covenant, which is a statement of the basic principles of what it means to be a Jesus Follower.  And all of 
us will promise to support Benjamin and renew our vows to follow these basics of the Jesus Way. 

Someday, when Benjamin is “confirmed”, he will step up and make his own promise to follow these 
basics.   
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These basic principles of our Faith, if we stay true to them, will help guide us in our life journey.  But 
they won’t fully answer every question or choice or decision, we will have to make in our Life Journey 
following Jesus.  They don’t tell us specifically who to choose as our life partner.  They don’t tell us 
exactly what direction to go in our education or choosing our life profession.  They don’t directly address 
what direction we should go as a follower of Jesus when it comes to climate change, or abortion, or 
immigration.  But because we have repeatedly promised God in our Baptismal Covenant that we will 
seek “peace and justice” for all people, and “respect the dignity of every human being,” we can’t ignore 
these complicated issues that are causing many people to suffer unjustly.   

So we have to listen on an even deeper level, beyond just the basic principles of our faith, and strive 
to hear the voice of Jesus guiding us in addressing challenging and difficult issues.  

 
So how do we hear the voice of Jesus on a deeper more specific level when the question is very 

specific and there isn’t a clear right way or wrong way?  Should I pursue a law degree or go to seminary?  
Should I take this job that pays well with good benefits that would bless my spouse and family?  Or this 
job that seems to resonate more with who I am or who I think God’s called me to be, but is not nearly as 
stable and prosperous?  What is the next chapter in my profession, in my life journey? 

 
I feel like I’m at one of those crossroads myself.  As I’ve already shared with our vestry and staff and 

some of you, I feel like I am at that place or entering that place of discernment of what the next chapter 
in my life journey, and my profession as a priest should be?  I am now in my 14th year at Reconciliation.  
That’s a long time for most rectors in the Episcopal tradition.  In January, I turned 63.  My body and my 
mind are “maturing”?  I used to be able to remember everyone’s name every Sunday and especially 
newcomers and especially when I served you communion.  Now, not so much.   

And I am feeling more and more of a pull or urge to address a variety of social justice issues with my 
faith community and with the larger community of San Antonio and beyond.  Issues ranging from 
climate change to peace and justice in the Middle East.  But I only have so much time on my weekly 
schedule, and I have a lot to do as rector.   

I was invited to speak at Northwest Vista College this week at a conference for students on Religion 
and the Environment.  I was asked to speak about the Christian perspective on Climate Change and 
others spoke from the Muslim, Jewish and Buddhist perspectives.  It was a great experience; and I feel 
like a got some really good questions from the students.   

And it added a lot of pressure and stress to this week’s work schedule.   
 
The combination of my maturing and also my hearing of these other calls to address social justice 

issues has created some confusion and has challenged me to start facing the underlying issue:  What is 
my call for the next chapter in my ministry and life?    Am I being called to spend my next chapter here 
at Rec?  Or am I being called to a different chapter?   

How do I make the right decision for Reconciliation and for myself and family?  I don’t see a direct 
answer in the Baptismal Covenant,  or my ordination vows, so how do I hear Jesus voice?  How do I 
discern the right path?  What do I do? 

First I, we  have to “tune in,” or maybe intensify our “tuning in” on hearing Jesus’ voice.  Regular 
prayer.  Regular reading and reflecting on Scripture.  Regular worship, communion.  Good conversation 
with fellow followers and especially with mentors and shepherds.  I’ve been discussing this issue with my 
spiritual advisor for several months.  I am now meeting with a professional counselor who is also a 
former pastor and who understands the challenges of my question.   I had a meeting with Bishop Reed, 
last week to let him know what I was struggling with and to get his advice and guidance  on the process 
of discernment.  All of these are ways to try to tune in more clearly to hear Jesus’ voice. 
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But there is also another major “tuning in” piece to this process.  We cannot be in a place to truly 
hear Jesus’ voice and discern God’s call and to move in the right new direction if we are overloaded, if 
our hands and ears and heads are overflowing with our daily load.  We have to be willing to let go.  To 
put things aside, at least for a moment, so we really focus on listening to perhaps a new and different 
call.    

And the call may be:  “You are on the right path.  Keep it up.  You might need to adjust a few things, 
as you mature, but keep going.”  And then you can pick things up again and keep serving. 

So I’ve decided, in order to truly listen to and hear God’s voice, I need to take a sabbatical this 
summer, so I can, for a time, unload, let go of all my current demands so that I can really focus on 
listening and exploring God’s call for my next chapter.   

 
As most of you know I took a three month sabbatical in 2009 at the end of my 7th year here at Rec.   I 

took that sabbatical in order to discern if my call was to continue at Rec or move on;  and also, if I was to 
stay at Rec, what direction should I be leading?  Where should our focus be?  The sabbatical was 
tremendously helpful in that process.     

I’ve decided I need another sabbatical as I’m ending my 14th year.  I need to let go of my regular load 
for 10 to 12 weeks, breathe deep, and listen closely to hear God’s call for me and for Rec.   

Our vestry has officially approved my request for a sabbatical and we are in the process of planning 
the details.   

All of us, in our life journey, will come to points where we need to be able to, for a few weeks or 
months, unload our normal burden and load, and relax, to “lie down in green pastures” and walk 
“beside still waters” for a time so we will be able to tune in and listen more closely to God’s call for the 
next chapter in our life journey. 

 
For true followers of Christ, faith is always about walking forward into an uncertain future, confident 

that the One who created us and sustains us is doing a new thing in and through Christ.  He is our Good 
Shepherd.  We shall not want.  He will lead us through green pastures and beside still waters.  When we 
are weary of travel, He will restore our soul and continue to lead us in right paths.  Even though he calls 
us forward into dark uncertain valleys, we need fear no evil for He will be with us.  He will protect us.   
Even now He is preparing a table for us in the presence of those we have previously thought of as 
enemies.  He will anoint our heads with honor and fill our lives with abundance.    

Our following will lead to goodness and mercy all the days of our lives because when we are on the 
road with Jesus, following the Good Shepherd, we are dwelling in the house of the Lord, forever. 
 

Amen. 
 


