A Short Sermon
John 10: 1-18; Acts 4: 5-12; 1 John 3: 18-24
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Last week in our home groups members were asked to talk about what could be improved here at Pilgrim. Now in the area of worship, I’m sure there must have been some comments to the effect that sometimes the services here are too long. And when a service has as much in it  as today’s, with the commissioning of church councillors and a communion, I’m often encouraged by Jenny, my wife,  to keep my sermon short. Now I have to confess that I have have seldom heeded such wise counsel, as you have all found to your cost. But to-day, I’m older and wiser and have decided to take my wife’s sound advice and to follow the KISS principle, - Keep It Simple Stupid! 
 And I’m indebted to the American preacher /theologian William Willimon who tells the story of how once when he was invited to preach at a little holiday chapel by the beach he found the following note pinned to the wall of the vestry. It read: “To the preacher, The Gettysburg Address is one of the greatest speeches ever given. It can easily fit onto one page. Jesus’ great stories of the “Good Samaritan” or the “Prodigal Son” take only a few paragraphs. If Abraham Lincoln or Jesus Christ can convey such depth and truth in so few words, surely you can too. For God’s sake, keep it short!”
So after such an impassioned plea as that, let me keep my part of the sermon short. I say my part because you see the preacher is only the start of of  the sermon. The bulk of the sermon continues on outside this building and it goes on in the listeners lives. As Francis of Assisi  once told a young follower, “Always preach and if you have to, use words.”
So my text for today is this from John 10:16 “ I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.” What a wonderful text of inclusion!! 


And yet one that is seldom preached about in church cultures that seek to divide the world in to Christian and non-Christians. Yet here is the one called the Good Shepherd, the One who we are told is willing to leave all 
us safe sheep and reach out to the other, seemingly lost sheep, seeking other folds willing to listen to his inclusive Good Shepherd voice. And the Good Shepherd seeks to bring the other into God’s fold - not the fold of Christendom, not the fold of this denomination or that , but into a fold that is characterized by a shepherd willing to lose all to gain a lost sheep - a fold that is encircled by arms of love rather than doctrinal fences and religious straight-jackets.
We’re all given to stereotyping people for purposes of exclusion. But when eyes are fixed on this Good Shepherd who knows that the other sheep are not lost sheep but his sheep, the blinkers fall away and church gets really interesting. 
We become the sort of church that is willing to risk conversations with others who do not call themselves Christians. To seek the Christ in the most unlikeliest of places. When we listen without judgment to others telling their stories, when we seek to connect  our story, Jesus’s story with their story we are beginning to engage in the sort of shepherding that brings a member of the other folds into the inclusive love of the Risen Christ. When we seek to love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action, to use the words from our epistle reading this morning, then we are truly spreading the only word from God worth spreading - all embracing love. 
For me preaching has always to include a word of love. It ‘s that simple. Yet as preachers we often agonize over words. 

Some preachers spend ages giving Hebrew and Greek lessons about the meaning of words, and dissertations on the finer points of theology, but  to paraphrase Paul, if it is not about love - then the sermon’s like a noisy gong or clanging cymbal.
So as promised, a short sermon, and an unfinished sermon, just like the sermon I preached on Easter Sunday about the Unfinished Resurrection. 
Go a-shepherding. Go and finish this sermon, in your homes, in your workplaces, in your schools in your clubs, acknowledging the love that’s found you and spreading that love in the most unlikeliest of places.
