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Easter 4C 
Acts 9:36-43 
Psalm 23 
Revelation 7:9-17 
John 10: 22-30 
 
One of the most difficult and heart-breaking situations I encounter as a hospice chaplain only 
occurs with the most devout Christians. These individuals are usually approaching their own 
death with a sense of hope, and joy, and even peace. But they are also deeply troubled, 
believing their child or spouse will never enter the kingdom of God. It may be that their spouse 
hasn’t accepted Jesus, or doesn’t go to church, or their child is gay, or their daughter is 
unmarried and living with a man, or their son has fathered a child out of wedlock. Based on 
their constructs of right and wrong, a fence has been built around the Kingdom of Heaven. And 
there are very specific criteria one must meet to be admitted. As human beings, who want to 
understand and explain how everything works, insist on trying to create theories and rules so 
we feel a sense of control over that which cannot be controlled, or even understood.   
 
In the reading we heard today from The Acts of the Apostles, a female disciple of Jesus, has 
died. Dorcas is unique in the Bible in that she is the only woman who is specifically called a 
“disciple.” She was a beloved member of the community of Joppa, known for her good works 
and acts of charity. When Dorcas became ill and died, those who gathered around her 
expressed their grief in tenderly caring for her body and laying her in an upper room. Then they 
sent for the apostle Peter, who was in a nearby town. 
 
I must wonder what that community expected of Peter. They knew Dorcus was dead. But this 
event takes place not long after the Resurrection. So maybe it was not a question of what the 
community expected of Peter, but what they believed was possible. Perhaps the Resurrection 
planted within them questions about death. Maybe there was more they didn’t understand. 
They had seen (or knew about) what God had done for Jesus, but what did that mean for them?  
 
The Resurrection answered the question of “Was Jesus the Messiah?” But the Resurrection also 
launched the Christian community into a place of vulnerability, of not knowing other things. But 
“not knowing” in a good way! Suddenly, all they thought they knew about how the world 
works, and how God works, was thrown into mystery. The Resurrection brought reassurance. 
“Yes, we can count on what Jesus taught us to be true.” But it also brought a new sense of awe 
and mystery. 
 
“Only God knows” is not just an overused and glib phrase. It’s true! And the more we 
internalize that, the more we can see the infinite ways God is at work in our lives. If we 
perpetually need to know all the why’s and how’s of living, if we always try to link cause and 
effect to help us feel in control, God gets squeezed down to a place of invisibility.  
 
There was a fifteenth century German cleric who wrote a book titled, On Learned Ignorance. His 
name was Nicholas of Cusa. He describes three levels of ignorance. 
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First, there are those who don’t know what they do not know. 
 
Then, there are those who think they ought to know, but realize they don’t. 
 
Finally, there are those who are grateful that they do not know, because it relieves them of the 
need to know and throws wide open the threshold to perpetual wonder. It opens eyes to see 
and ears to hear. That openness is critical if we are going to live the joyous lives God desires for 
us. It’s easy to hear, and wallow helplessly in all the hate, and injustice, and tragedy, in the 
world. But that’s not what we are here for. We are here to be love in the world, and that takes 
effort, and stamina, and resilience.  
 
Every day we are confronted with the need to die to something we want to hold on to. Some of 
these are little things, like the hope that someone else will spontaneously change an annoying 
behavior. Some are big things, like the brutal reality that someone we love has, or is going to 
leave us. Our God does not prevent or enable those things. But God does give us the means to 
find our way through them.   
 
God’s way is not to just dangle the prize of eternal life out there in front of us and leave it at 
that. We don’t come here on Sunday just to renew our life insurance policy that will pay off 
some day in the future! We come here to find the connection with God which feeds and 
sustains us day by day, in this life. 
 
Two of the readings we heard this morning are often used in funerals, Psalm 23 and Revelation 
7. But these are more than balm for the grieving heart. They should inspire, challenge, comfort, 
and guide us every day. 
 
I find myself challenged to speak about any aspect of the Book of Revelation. But at least I am 
not alone. It is the only book of the New Testament on which John Calvin did not write a 
commentary. And Martin Luther said “My spirit cannot accommodate itself to this book.” 
Happily, though, the passage we heard today leaves little doubt about the intended message.  
 
In today’s selection from The Revelation to John, the passage describes a multitude that no one 
could count, gathered from every nation, tribe, people and language. They cry out, “blessing 
and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to God for ever and 
ever.” This is praise, and vulnerability, offered in abundance! What a glorious sense of love and 
trust these souls must have possessed!  
 
And who are these souls, so filled with adoration and joy? They are “Those who have come out 
of the great ordeal.” My beloved fellow human beings, that’s us. All of us are living the great 
ordeal! All of us have been challenged, and blessed, in our lives. We have doubted and rejoiced. 
We have fallen to our knees in despair, and we have endured. And this scripture promises that 
we will someday stand before the throne where there is shelter, where hunger and thirst are 
no more, nor suffering or grief. The scripture tells us that “the Lamb at the center of the throne 
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will be our shepherd, and he will guide us…and God will wipe away every tear from our eyes.” 
This is God’s destination for us. God has set us on the path to this vision, this Truth. And, Jesus 
promises the Holy Spirit to guide us there.  
 
Psalm 23 reassures us of just how that will work. I don’t need to quote it here. Even if it weren’t 
printed in your bulletin today, you all know it. But how does it really work, this good shepherd 
thing? That’s a trick question. The answer is “only God knows!” It’s part of the great mystery. 
BUT, we get some clues about it in the gospel reading for today.  
 
The Jews have asked Jesus if he is the Messiah. Jesus responds, “I’ve told you, I have already 
answered your question. But you choose not to see and not to believe. In fact, you twist my 
motives and actions to use them against me.”  
 
Then Jesus lays claim to those who have seen and who do believe. He says they will receive 
eternal life because they know his voice and they follow him. It’s easy to read this as an 
exclusionary statement. “They are good, and you are bad, so good luck to you.” That is not the 
message of this scripture! Jesus is pointing to those who have listened and engaged with what 
he has been doing. They are the ones who, even then, were experiencing the joy of eternal life, 
of daily Resurrection in the love of God. When the others also choose to see the vision and way 
of God Jesus is teaching, they too can experience daily Resurrection in love. Jesus is not 
implying they are excluded from God’s ultimate mercy. To interpret it that way is to erect that 
fence around heaven I spoke of earlier. And remember the bit from Revelation, that those 
gathered at the throne were from every nation, people and language? No, Jesus does not 
create fences. The good shepherd opens the green pastures to all. It’s a matter of when one 
chooses to hear. 
 
The desire and effort to tune into the voice of our good shepherd is what separates those who 
have everything they need (I shall not want) and those who live in scarcity. It is the difference 
between those who find comfort in the worst of times (His rod and staff comfort me) and those 
who fall easily into despair. It is the difference between those who look to the future with hope 
and trust (surely goodness and mercy will follow me,) and those who have no hope.  
 
We were created with ears to hear, but like sheep, we must learn to “dial in” the voice of God 
in the midst of a whole lot of chatter and static. Have you noticed that even in a room where 
lots of people are talking you can sometimes pick out the voice of someone you know well, 
without even seeing them? You recognize a voice because you have heard it often, you have 
paid attention to it, it has become familiar over time. It’s the same with the voice of God in our 
lives. Unless we seek the voice of God and find that frequency where God’s voice comes 
through most clearly, and unless we dial in that channel frequently, God will remain “out 
there.” God wants to make God’s home in us. And when that happens, when we open our 
hearts in faith and hope and love and trust, God takes up residence in our hearts and leads us 
through our fears and trials and heartbreaks.  
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It’s easy to lose sight of the power of the Holy Spirit within us, especially when we are 
experiencing or anticipating the most painful realities life puts before us. But everyone who has 
ever wondered how they lived through a particularly horrible time, must bow to the mystery of 
God’s love. Once we invite God to sink roots into our souls, there need never be another 
moment of isolation. There need never be abject despair. The good shepherd is always within 
earshot. 
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