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Sermon—4 Easter, Year A, 2017, SMEC 
 
Today’s Gospel is a tricky gospel because it brings up an uncomfortable question: 

“is the work of Jesus exclusive?” This is a question that has haunted me as a 

Christian. It has haunted me because I know what it’s like to be excluded.  When I 

was ten years old, my parents gained guardianship of a seven year old black boy. 

His name is Bruce and he grew up alongside my three siblings and I as our 

brother. We love Bruce and he is our brother. But we lived about thirty minutes 

from Asheville, North Carolina in a small mountain town and unbeknownst to me 

at that time, much of this town was racist.  I would not have known that because I 

was white and I looked like everyone else. I had no basis for being excluded from 

community. Until my parents took Bruce into their home and when they did, 

everything changed.  

 

I remember being in the hospital waiting room with my family as the doctors told 

them that my seven year old, white brother, might not ever walk normally again 

because his leg had been broken so badly that they feared it would not grow 

anymore. He had been beaten by a group of thirteen year olds who did not like 

that Alex and Bruce were family. It should be noted that the doctor could slide a 

piece of paper between Alex’s broken femur bone and his femoral artery. He had 

to have emergency surgery and endured a long and painful recovery.  

 

I remember not being invited to birthday parties because my family were “n-

word” lovers. I remember my grandmother taking one group picture of my 

siblings and then asking Bruce to step out so that she could get one of “just the 

four of them.” I could go on and on but the truth is that each time something 
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happened, I felt a searing pain like a knife through my heart and even just 

speaking those things aloud, years later, only just dulls the pain.  

 

For me, as a child, to grow up around such hostility was damaging. It was 

damaging in many ways but the most obvious at the time was that it caused mis-

trust between myself and God. Because all of these people who spit venom out of 

their mouths at me and my family were regular church going, God fearing folk.  

And when they said you had to believe in Jesus Christ as your Lord and savior to 

go to heaven, all I could think was, “If God would accept these people and not my 

atheist aunts who have loved and nurtured us through all this pain, then either 

God doesn’t exist or God is nobody that I’m interested in knowing.” 

 

Of course, as God does, He came to me despite my dis-interest Him and He has 

led me to a deeper knowing that has built back the trust that was lost between 

us. But my childhood still haunts me because in scripture, the only full assurance 

of salvation comes through belief and baptism into the death and resurrection of 

Jesus. This means that though scripture is cryptic about that being the only way, it 

is certainly the only full proof way… and that makes my stomach queasy. I have a 

very, very low tolerance for exclusion and nothing about what I know about God 

invites me to believe that I worship an exclusive God.  

 

So today, when I hear the words, “anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by 

the gate but climbs in by another ways is a thief and a bandit,” I get nervous. 

Because I have to ask the question, does today’s gospel leave room for us to 

believe that God is exclusive?  
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And then, Jesus clarifies things for us. He says, not only am I the shepherd, but I’m 

the gate. This is an important addition. Because gates are not inclusive or 

exclusive—they just are. Whether we believe a gate is copper or iron or steel does 

not change whether or not we walk through it. It’s simply the way through.  Jesus 

is simply the way through. We are not given any indication in this passage that he 

is the one standing at the gate saying you come in but not you. And in case the 

listeners of these words still do not understand, 6 verses later in John, he says, “I 

have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also…” For a 

person who was told as a young child that she and her family did not belong and 

has the scars on her heart to prove it, those words work like a salve. I have other 

sheep that do not belong and I must bring them also.  

 

We worship a God who has turned himself into the entryway for eternal life and 

who actively, purposefully goes out to get us. Today’s scripture tells us that he 

literally turns himself into the very thing we need to enter… for salvation… and 

thereby makes us one with himself. He is not just “not exclusive,” he’s interested 

in union with us—this goes beyond simply being inclusive. We must enter the 

gate and the gate is Jesus himself. We must enter into union with Jesus. 

 

And the best part is that we’re all invited.  And what better way to prepare for 

this union than by joining with Christ through communion. When we come to this 

alter today to eat his body and drink his blood, we do it so that there is nothing 

that separates us from Christ—as the words say, “He lives in us and we in Him.” 
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Jesus instituted Eucharist the night before he died so that he could be in unity 

with us even here on Earth. Because of that--we walk around as the God bearers. 

Because of that—to separate ourselves from any of our brothers and sisters is to 

separate ourselves from God Himself.  

 

You know, I’m convinced that belonging is the deepest desire of every human 

being. And I know that each one of us here today has experienced feeling like 

they didn’t belong. For some of us it was a situation or a phase but for others, it’s 

a state of being; something they constantly battle.  For me, it was childhood and 

that pain still rears its head under stressful situations but for the most part, I 

survived and found my place.  

 

My brother Tyler, however, continues to look for his place. At 17 he was 

diagnosed with schizophrenia and has felt on the outside of society ever since. A 

couple days ago, he wrote this on facebook about one of our brothers: “My 

brother is a stronghold, yet his heart will bleed for every person he meets. His 

scars in his soul remind me that I am not alone!” I thought that was pretty 

profound: the scars on his soul remind me that I am not alone.  Perhaps it for that 

reason that Jesus allowed himself to be ostracized the way he did, and why he 

died such a violent death: so that the scars on his soul would remind us that we’re 

not alone.  

 

I imagine that, like me, Jesus has a low tolerance for exclusion. He dined with the 

beggars, gave integral roles to women, touched the sick, laughed with the 

criminals, and welcomed the stranger. It is not within the realm of possibility for 
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us to believe that Jesus is exclusive. And the good news is that it is in not within 

the realm of possibility for Jesus to not love you. You are what he seeks, you are 

what he goes and gets, and you are whom he will bring into himself and lead into 

eternal life. You belong. We all belong. “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the 

sheep.” 


