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Sheep and the skills of shepherds are at the heart of today’s reading in which Jesus 

describes himself as “the door”, or “the gate of the sheep”.  The more famous saying, “I am 

the good shepherd” comes a little later and can be saved for another time.  Instead we 

focus on Jesus’ saying, “I am the gate of the sheep” (John 10, verse 9). 

 

While writing this the doorbell rang, and I found a parcel left at the door, no signature 

required.  When I got there the delivery person was keeping his social distance, just 

checking that he had delivered to the right place.  Doors and gates have become a symbol of 

protection during these days of Covid lockdown.  The door as a sign of protection is implicit 

in our reading where Jesus is the door.  This is not the first time in the Bible when doors and 

protection are linked, if we think of the Passover story. 

 

In today’s Gospel the gatekeeper is looking after the sheep, and in a special sense Jesus is 

the door or gate.  Jesus is a protector who keeps the sheep in safety. 

 

When I asked someone what this image of the door or gate brought to mind, they thought 

of Holman Hunt’s painting, the Light of the World, with Jesus standing at the door and 

knocking.  The reflects on Revelation 3:20, there is no handle on the door, and Jesus waits to 

be let in.  Jesus is outside the door, not the door or gate itself.   

 

Notice that in the reading, the sheep come and go through the gate.  The door is there to 

protect them from thieves and bandits, but at the right moment they are let out again to 

enjoy fresh pastures.  I’m reminded of our Prime Minister, who spoke of being mugged by 
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the virus, and after a brush with death and his recuperation thanks to the NHS, he is out 

again to literally enjoy the birth of new hope. 

 

This picture of temporary enfolding for our own good is very familiar in present 

circumstances.  Perhaps it helps us to understand this Bible passage afresh.  It may also 

assist us with another “I am” saying of Jesus – “I am the Way”.  In particular let us notice 

that the sheep come and go past the gate as and when it is open.  They walk this way for 

safety sake, and that way for nourishment.  What matters is the well-being of the sheep.  

When they leave the shepherd calls to them, and the sheep know the voice of the shepherd 

and sort themselves out by following the voice they trust. 

 

My sister and brother-in-law keep sheep, and I have seen them respond to their voice, and 

also to the distinctive rattle of a bucket of feed supplements.  The sheep know what is good 

for them and they come running.  At other times they wander freely in the fields.   

 

At the present time we are having to think about church in a different way.  We have been 

used to thinking of our buildings like folds in which the people are sheltered from the 

storms of life and in which we hear the voice of Jesus in the reading, singing and preaching 

of the word and through the sacraments.  Now we are learning that Jesus is not the gate or 

gatekeeper of the church building, but the door to life itself.  Perhaps at the present 

moment it is appropriate to think of Jesus whenever we pass the threshold of our homes, 

whether to collect a delivery, or perhaps to venture out for shopping or exercise.   
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Now that my colleagues in the United Reformed Synod, and the Methodist Circuit, and in 

Churches Together have all discovered Zoom, we are learning that you can venture to a 

meeting without even stepping outside.  The person who sets up a Zoom meeting is usually 

the one in control, the gatekeeper who decides who can be admitted to a meeting and who 

can speak.  This is done not to exclude, but to ensure a safe meeting environment. 

 

The United Reformed Church has a theme with a slogan about being Jesus’ followers that 

we have been using for several years: “Walking the Way: Living the life of Jesus today.”  A 

URC minister asked in a meeting this week, “How can we walk the way when we are kept in 

behind closed doors?”  How can we pursue mission in an age of social distancing? 

 

I think there is an answer in today’s gospel.  The sheep pass back and forth through the 

gate.  At times it is safer within.  At other times it is safe to venture forth.  Walking the way 

of Jesus involves discerning what is best at a particular time.  The gate that is shut can be a 

sign of protection.  The gate that is open a sign that it is time to venture forth.   

 

The early part of the reading imagines a shepherd calling out to the flock in the fold, some 

of whom respond to the shepherd’s voice.  Perhaps there is more than one flock in the 

sheepfold all of whom are valued, whether they respond to a particular shepherd’s voice or 

not.  The door to the fold protects them all.  As people have kept saying recently, “We are 

all in this together”.  We endeavour to act in the interest of each other, whoever we are. 

For Jesus the thieves and bandits were those who claimed to be gatekeepers and directed 

how the people should behave - but got it wrong.  As such they were the cause of much 

suffering.  We could think of leaders today who claim to know what is best but tend to use 
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their gatekeeping power to their own ends.  There are ways in which all of us are liable to 

act selfishly like that.  Jesus shows us another way.  

 

The gospel presents Jesus as the one who acts in the best interests of the flock, whoever 

they may be.  Later in the chapter it becomes clear that he has others not of the fold who he 

wants to include in safety.  He is not interested in preventing the sheep from grazing, only in 

keeping them from danger.  If they are put in the fold it is not to imprison them, but to 

protect them from being hurt or led astray, and to keep open the possibility of fullness of 

life both now and in the life to come. 

 

I think the minister who asked how we can walk the way when stuck behind closed doors 

might be more encouraged if he thought of Jesus as the gate or door whose confinement is 

for our safety, and whose release is also for our good.  We walk past that door in two 

directions, according to what is good.  That is how we can make sense of Walking the Way: 

Living the life of Jesus today. 

 

Let us pray: 

O God, whose son Jesus says, “I am the door”, 

protect us we pray, and open to us paths that lead to life. 

Guide us by your Spirit to walk your way 

and to live the life of Jesus now and forever.  Amen. 

 

 


