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I have some names I’m going to throw out to you and you tell me from what 

television these characters were from – Barney, Gomer, Goober, Floyd, 

Opie.  These were the characters from the famous Andy Griffith Show.  This show, 

which aired in the early 1960’s and is still in syndication today, took place in a 

make-believe town called Mayberry, North Carolina.  This show was and is so 

popular that a Bible study developed from it due to the spiritual and moral 

messages that was heard and felt watching this show.  As you watch this show you 

see the genuine care and love the fictional characters have for each other and that’s 

a very admirable Christian value.  

Although Mayberry, North Carolina is fictional, it doesn’t stop us from 

striving to see elements of Mayberry in the communities in which we live.   

We long to sit on the front porch of our house and watch the children 

playing in the quiet streets.  We long to live in a Mayberry or a Leave it to Beaver 

Land where you can see and feel serenity and peace.  We all long for and dream 

for those intimate communities and scenario’s, but unfortunately we are brought 

back to reality when we turn to the news.   

A couple of years ago the Fort Wayne Community Schools was forced to 

deal with a $2.5 million transportation cut.  At least 5,000 children had to walk or  



find alternate transportation to school.  In some instances, children were facing 

two-mile walks to and from school.  Some children are using city buses to get to 

school.  It’s not unusual to see parents or grandparents escorting children to their 

school with dogs in tow and cellphones in hand.  It looks like the practice of safety, 

but it’s also the practice of fear.  

 Years ago, you knew your children were safe when they were in the 

confines of their school building, but that’s not true today.  Parents are aware of the 

statistics that tell us of the number of children here in the good Old USA that are 

shot, stabbed and killed in our schools every year. Like the rest of us, they know 

about the big ones, from Columbine to Newtown and everywhere in between.   

         The soundtrack for the story of childhood in America reverberates with 

gunfire and the sobs of stunned classmates and grieving parents. It’s the soundtrack 

of fear.   And, it’s not only our schools where this fear is rampant.  Fear is our 

newest neighbor whether it’s at a pool party in San Diego where people were 

recently shot and killed, or in little Delphi, Indiana, walking the trails.  Fear is 

prevalent in all our Leave it to Beaver communities across our nation.   

In John’s story about the good shepherd, fear is a familiar neighbor.  John’s  

community lived with the reality of persecution and the threat of extinction. Their 

first-century Mediterranean world was a scary place. The persecutions were 



heating up, and the followers of Jesus were, in the eyes of Rome, just more lambs 

for the lions. The Jesus movement was still new, struggling to define itself against 

the threat of Rome and the threat of competing philosophies and counter claims to 

truth. 

          So, how did they handle this?  Well, they told stories.  Meeting under cover 

of darkness, hidden from the authorities, huddled in some secret spot, listening for 

the sound of Roman boots; they told stories to counter the fear. They told stories 

that helped them to name who they were and to whom they belonged and whom 

they could trust. 

          They heard the story of the shepherd and the sheep and they remembered 

who they were.  The metaphor of sheep and shepherd made sense to John’s 

community. In ancient Palestine, shepherds brought the sheep of the village into a 

common sheepfold for the night. In the morning, in order to take their sheep out to 

the fields for grazing, each shepherd had to separate his sheep from the common 

flock. Each sheep had a name, and each shepherd had a particular way of calling 

his sheep, so each sheep would respond only to its own shepherd. Even if another 

shepherd called the sheep by its own name it would not respond.  It was the 

knowing that counted. 



John’s community knew about good shepherds and bad shepherds, the 

thieves of the story who taxed the poor into poverty, the ones who starved the 

people and fed themselves.  No doubt they longed for a good shepherd. In John’s 

telling of the Jesus story, they hear that Jesus is the good shepherd, the way of 

comfort and sustenance, abundance and strength, even in the face of death. 

I can imagine that sometimes their fear got the best of them, and they got 

more concerned about the identity of the stranger than their own identity. So 

sometimes John’s gospel sounds jarringly exclusive, in puzzling contrast to Jesus’ 

voice of inclusive welcome. 

But the story of the shepherd helped them to remember a better way. They 

knew about the way of the good shepherd, and that was the way of love, not 

fear.  They became the people of the Good Shepherd. Early Christians began to 

scratch the image of the Good Shepherd, lamb slung over his shoulders, on 

catacomb walls; they painted murals onto baptismal fonts to mark the beginning of 

life and they carved the Good Shepherd into tombs, to mark the end. They 

belonged to the Good Shepherd, from beginning to end.  

The Good Shepherd was more than words, more than an idea, it was their  



way of life.  This brand of the Good Shepherd told them who they followed, who 

they were, and more than that, how to live. They were to live the Good Shepherd 

way. 

          They knew that they belonged, but it didn’t stop there; the way of the Good 

Shepherd was the way of the wide embrace and the long reach.  Just as each one of 

them had found a safe spot on the inside of their tight circle of belonging, so were 

they to include the ones at the far edge.  Just as they had been given hope in dark 

and violent times, so were they to encourage one another. Just as they were held 

close in the comfort of the loving shepherd, so were they to reach out.  And they 

became known, those early followers of Jesus, for their generosity, for the way 

they cared for the very least and the lost and for the common good. They became 

known for their love. They became the Beloved Community. 

          Isn’t that how we want to be known?  Isn’t that what our churches must be 

today in our climate of fear? The Beloved Community, practicing not the exclusion 

of the stranger but the hard work of love.  The good shepherd loves his sheep and 

the work it takes to take care for them.  I believe that what we need in our 

churches, our schools, our homes and our community is a kind of love that is 

tender yet fierce.  It’s a love which means naming danger when it threatens, and 

meeting it with savvy and with courage.   It’s a love which means paying attention, 



knowing what time it is and what the weather’s like out there.  It’s a love which 

means teaching the difference between right and wrong.   It’s a love which means 

being responsible for our words and our actions, and calling on us to take 

responsibility for our actions.  It means showing up, being present, and caring.  

 It means having a strong sense of identity and belonging, coupled with a profound 

respect and appreciation for otherness.  It means compassion, knowing that we are 

all in this together.  And it’s a love which means getting your heart broken, which 

opens you to hold the pain as well as the beauty of being fully human. 

         That’s the love of the Good Shepherd, and that is the love that has not only 

been taught to us, but has also urged us to pass on to our children, grandchildren, 

and all we come in contact with.  I truly feel that the practice of love might change 

the outlook of fear that is around us.  And it is during these times that we, the 

church, have to remind us who we are and to whom we belong.   

          Our passage from John today reminds us that there is something lovely about 

the imagery of sheep that trust without fail; about a shepherd who cares without 

ceasing; about a bond that exists between others which words themselves cannot 

fully express.   Amen. 

	  

	  


