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 Fourth Sunday of Easter 

Good Shepherd Sunday 
 

“The resurrection is central to our faith, but it is not a mere theological tenet. It is 

the key to how we live in a broken world. We live in hope, not despair; in 

community, not isolation.” (Winnie Varghese, Lectionary Series, p. 32) We have 

been reflecting on resurrection encounters: Mary, Thomas, Cleopas. The Risen 

Christ breaks into the lives of those who are downtrodden and heartbroken, in 

grief lockdown. (The Risen Christ never appears to the powerful!) But what does it 

mean to live as an Easter people? What is resurrection living? We have two 

glimpses—portraits—of those first Easter communities found in Acts (the sequel 

to Luke’s Gospel) and the Gospel According to John. Let’s allow these stories to 

vibrate with each other. They are about mission, community, and leadership. 

The first snapshot is from the Gospel of John. The disciples (at least those present 

in this story) seem to be at loose ends. They are in a pause mode. Maybe they 

want to return to their former way of life. Peter decides that he is going to reopen 

his fishing business. (We are learning how much more difficult it is to reopen or 

restart a business than it is to close.) However, Peter soon realizes that he can’t 

even do that anymore. This is when they encounter the stranger on the shore 

who they assume to be another fisherman. The stranger directs them to another 

part of the lake where they catch an immense quantity of fish. When they go 

ashore, the stranger invites them to have breakfast. “No one dared to ask him, 

‘Who are you?’ because they knew it was the Lord.” (John 21:12) It is during 

breakfast that an exchange takes place between Peter and the Risen Christ. (As 

one of my minister friends likes to say, the fish aren’t the only ones being grilled 

that morning!) However, I don’t think it is an interrogation but a 

recommissioning, not confrontational but covenantal. Peter’s orientation is 

water, not land. But now his discipleship is repurposed just like production lines 

today in order to manufacture medical equipment. Feeding the lambs, tending 

the sheep are metaphors for ministry. And that is exactly what he becomes—

Good Shepherd—the leader of the community in Jerusalem described by Luke in 

Acts of the Apostles, who eventually will die for the Lord just as he promised 

before his denial.  
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So, let us turn to that depiction of the early Christian community. In the reading 

from the Acts of the Apostles, we find a description of how the earliest Christians 

shared life. In their spirituality and learning and prayer and generosity, they seem 

to be convinced that “what matters now is not for Christ to appear to us, but for 

Christ to appear in us, among us, and through us. He wants us to be his hands, his 

feet, his face, his smile, his voice…his embodiment on Earth.” (Brian McLaren, We 

Make the Road by Walking, p.182) 

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching…” “They devoted themselves 

to the apostles’ fellowship.” “Fellowship is a kind of belonging that isn’t based on 

status, achievement, or gender, but instead is based on a deep belief that 

everyone matters, everyone is welcome, and everyone is loved, no conditions, no 

exceptions. Fellowship is for scarred people, and for scared people, and for people 

who want to believe but aren’t sure what or how to believe. When we come 

together just as we are, we begin to rise again, to believe again, to hope again, to 

live again. Through fellowship, a little locked room becomes the biggest space in 

the world. In that space of fellowship, the Holy Spirit fills us like a deep breath of 

fresh air.” (ibid, p.175) 

They devoted themselves “…to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” They gave 

thanks by sharing the meal that united them to Jesus and to each other. In the 

film A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood, Fred Rogers—Mr. Rogers—is being 

interviewed by Lloyd Vogel, an investigative journalist. (Who is really the 

interviewer?) There is a poignant scene when Fred and Lloyd are in a crowded 

restaurant for lunch. Lloyd has a troubled relationship with his father from whom 

he is estranged. He harbors deep resentment and anger toward his father who 

abandoned the family when his mother was battling cancer. Lloyd’s bitterness is 

having a deleterious impact on his marriage; he has become emotionally distant 

from his wife and disengaged in his role as a new father.  Fred suggests to Lloyd 

that even in his rage perhaps he learned something from his father; paradoxically, 

to know the difference between right and wrong. So, he asks Lloyd to join him in a 

ritual of silence before they eat: “Think about all those who have loved you into 

being.” Gradually, the clamor of the restaurant ceases, and the room becomes 

quiet as the other patrons observe this time of silence; it becomes a communal 

prayer. Today, when you “break bread”, think about those who have loved you 

into being, those present with you at the table or in your thoughts and those 
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whom you love but see no more. And imagine that the Risen Christ is there with 

you. “Could it be that in the holy meal, when we remember Jesus, we are making 

space for his body and blood to be reunited and reconstituted in us? Could our 

remembering him actually re-member and resurrect him in our hearts, our 

bodies, our lives? Could his body and blood be reunited in us, that we become his 

new embodiment?” (ibid, p. 170) Does that explain why Cleopas and his partner 

saw Jesus and then didn’t see him—because the place he most wants to be seen 

is in our bodies, among us, in us? 

As the early Christians learned their faith, lived in relationship to one another, and 

worshipped God, they became generous people. In fact, that is perhaps their 

greatest legacy. “The early Christians were extravagantly generous. In the earliest 

descriptions of them by non-Christians, it was their love and care for one another 

and their generosity to those in need that was most striking and compelling. Their 

generosity was their most powerful way of evangelizing or witnessing to their 

faith.” (Javier Viera, The Abingdon Preaching Annual 2020, p. 56) This is the 

fulfillment of abundant life as promised by Jesus. (John 10:10) 

It is tempting to dismiss the description of the church in Acts as idealistic or 

utopian. But what things do we have in common? Is it, as the Chinese artist, Al 

Weiwei, suggests, “a community of shared destiny? What, exactly, is a virus? 

About one-thousandth the size of a bacterium, a virus cannot survive or 

reproduce on its own. To live, it must enter, attach to and parasitize a living cell. 

Viruses have been doing this for tens of thousands of years—entering living 

bodies and dying when the host body either kills them with its immune system, or 

when the body dies itself. This happens because the immune system’s battle with 

viruses also kills normal cells, and if too much of that happens, the host body can 

perish, taking the virus with it. In this fight to the death, both sides can lose. One’s 

only source of cheer in observing the tiny coronavirus is to note its spirit of 

egalitarianism: You are a religious leader? A famous actor or high official? A 

politician who either does or does not think I am causing a crisis? Fine—I treat you 

all the same. When information is hard to access, and people are prevented from 

drawing informed conclusions, hatred, bias, prejudice and violence come rolling 

out. A shared understanding of life is nearly impossible. The most fundamental 

humanist understanding is that life and death co-exist, and the attitudes 

necessary to reach such an understanding are tolerance, empathy, recognition of 
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suffering and willingness to help others. This is so because other people are a part 

of oneself; protection of oneself calls for protection of human society. To see this 

point is to identify with the value of common existence, which is the reliable basis 

for all of our pleasures and happiness. Otherwise we live with nothing but empty 

illusions that a whiff of breeze can blow away. To stand in awe of life itself is the 

best way to see the connections between an individual body and the rest of life. 

We despise war, we despise the barriers that separate people and we despise the 

political schemes that divide people into irreconcilable groups. The compensation 

that the coronavirus affords us is that we can view the world with a bit more 

wisdom.” 

Peter Mansbridge, the retired news anchor, shares a touching reflection in which 

he portrays our country as one family living in one household whose name is 

Canada. Do we really believe this? Do we really believe we’re one household 

when driving past the tent city along Pandora Avenue or as economic fault lines 

deepen and widen or as unwell workers report to work out of fear of losing their 

jobs? The blockades in late January now seem like a distant memory. And, as 

history teaches us, in any crisis there is always the select few who emerge richer 

than before. 

One thing this pandemic has created is armchair epidemiologists and 

economists—much to the chagrin of scholars. (I know I’m guilty!) However, it is 

within our purview to be unabashedly “caretakers of the light” that is Jesus Christ. 

“Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at 

home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having 

the good will of all the people.” Rev. Michael Lindvall, a retired Presbyterian 

minister and professor in New York City, remembers meeting Elias Chacour in 

northern Israel, in a little town in Galilee called Ibillin, not far from Nazareth, 

Jesus’ hometown. He describes Father Chacour as the “incarnation of multiple 

centripetal identities.” He is an Israeli citizen, an Arab, and a Christian. Later an 

archbishop in the Melkite Church, Father Chacour runs a remarkable school and 

college in Ibillin, one of the few educational institutions in Israel where Christian, 

Jewish, Muslim, and Druze students are invited to study side by side. Father 

Chacour is clear about why his school has to be this way: “Because the God I 

worship has no regard for human division. The God I worship loves Christians. The 

God I worship loves Muslims. The God I worship loves Jews. The God I worship 
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loves Druze. The God I worship loves agnostics, loves atheists, loves Arabs and 

Israelis. As Professor Lindvall recalls: “One evening we were talking on a rooftop 

overlooking the hills of Galilee, the very hills Jesus had once walked. Father 

Chacour told me that when people in that part of the world first meet, they often 

ask each other a routine question, ‘What were you born?’ It is a big question, and 

you are supposed to answer, ‘I was born a Melkite Christian,’ or ‘I was born a 

Shia…or an Israeli…or a Lebanese.’ When I am asked this question, I always 

answer the same way. I always say, ‘I was born a baby.’ His obvious point was that 

there is no ‘us’ and ‘them’ in the love of God.” (Connections, p. 75) 

“When Christ was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not 

threaten; but he entrusted himself to the God who judges justly. Christ bore our 

sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for 

righteousness; by Christ’s wounds we have been healed. For we were going astray 

like sheep, but now we have returned to the shepherd and guardian of our souls.” 

(1 Peter 2:24-25) 

May it be so. Thanks be to God. Amen.  

Rev. Bill Cantelon 

 

 


