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Jesus Is Rejected by the Jews
At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was
winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. So
the Jews gathered around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us
in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” Jesus answered, “I have
told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name
testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep.
My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. I give them
eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my
hand. What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can
snatch it out of the Father’s hand. The Father and I are one.”
Rachel Held Evans, a blogger and author who has, in recent years, become a
major voice of progressive evangelical Christianity, died just over a week ago
from complications of the flu, at the age of 37. She leaves behind a husband, two
small children, and an enormous group of people who, whether or not they
personally knew her, grieve deeply the loss of her voice in the ongoing
conversation about how we can muddle through this life together, learning how to
be followers of Christ, stumbling along the way, and helping to hold each other
up in love. I, along with many of my colleagues and friends, am grieving her loss.

And as I try to make sense of this, or at least find some comfort in my grief,
I found myself searching for wisdom in my collection of quotes. Some people
collect stamps or coins. Some collect figurines. I collect quotes. Whenever I
come across a quote that speaks a truth to me, I save it – on Facebook, on a
Pinterest board, in a notebook, clipped out and pinned to a bulletin board. I have
been overwhelmed in the past week or so by how many Rachel Held Evans
quotes are in my collections. Her words have spoken truth to me on so many
occasions.
As I turned to preparing for this Sunday’s sermon, one of her quotes kept
coming back to me:
“I have come to regard with some suspicion those who claim that the Bible
never troubles them. I can only assume this means they haven’t actually read it.”
This passage from John’s gospel troubles me. The words “you do not
belong,” coming out of Jesus’ mouth trouble me. Especially in this week in which
I mourn a woman who believed fervently that, in Jesus, because of Jesus,
EVERYONE belongs. And so I wrestle, I read, I pray, I wonder. I wonder why
Jesus would say this? Why would Jesus exclude?
Or is it Jesus doing the excluding?

The NRSV translation of the Bible has a title for this section of the Gospel
of John: “Jesus is Rejected by the Jews.” Let me make two very important
clarifications here before I continue. First – the section titles were added by the
translators and are not part of the ancient manuscripts. In spite of that, they can
often be helpful in interpreting where certain passages fit in the overall narrative.
Second – and this is very important – when John refers to “the Jews” it is not
meant as an ethnic slur. It is not meant to condemn the Jewish people. After all,
John, and Jesus for that matter, were Jews. The term seems to have been used by
John as a loose designation for Jesus' opponents--those who rejected him and his
message --especially the religious and political leaders who stood against him.
With those clarifications, let’s consider, for a moment, that section heading.
Not “Jesus Rejects the Jews,” but “Jesus is Rejected by the Jews.” Perhaps it is
not Jesus doing the excluding here. Perhaps Jesus, instead, is the one rejected by
people who are unable or unwilling to hear the message he brings.
Jesus has been preaching, teaching, and healing in Jerusalem for several
months at this point. This is not the “Tell no one” Jesus of Mark’s gospel. Jesus is
very clear and very open about who he is, who sent him, and by whose authority
he preaches and performs signs. Because of this openness, the community is
already divided. There are those who wish to arrest him and have him put to

death and there are those who believe that he is the Messiah. There are those who
think he’s been possessed by a demon and those who are certain he is of God.
In chapter 7, Jesus travels to Jerusalem for the Festival of Booths and
teaches in the Temple. “Then Jesus cried out as he was teaching in the temple,
‘You know me, and you know where I am from. I have not come on my own. But
the one who sent me is true, and you do not know him. I know him, because I am
from him, and he sent me.’” (John 7:28-19)
In chapter 8, after he challenges the authorities over the woman caught in
adultery, telling them that the one who is without sin should cast the first stone,
he says, “ ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in
darkness but will have the light of life.’ Then the Pharisees said to him, ‘You are
testifying on your own behalf; your testimony is not valid.’ Jesus answered,
‘Even if I testify on my own behalf, my testimony is valid because I know where
I have come from and where I am going, but you do not know where I come from
or where I am going. You judge by human standards; I judge no one.’” (John
8:12-15) He goes on to say, quite plainly, “If God were your Father, you would
love me, for I came from God and now I am here. I did not come on my own, but
God sent me. Why do you not understand what I say? It is because you cannot
accept my word.” (John 8:42-43)

In chapter 9, Jesus heals a man who was born blind and accuses the
Pharisees of being the ones who cannot see. Some of the Pharisees believed, but
some did not, and they continued to argue and debate.
“He can’t possibly be from God! He doesn’t observe the Sabbath!”
“But how can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?”
And the questions and debates raged on among the religious authorities,
while the people Jesus healed and taught flocked to him like…well…sheep.
Chapter 10 begins with Jesus explaining – plainly – who he is. “I am the
good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows
me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. I have other
sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen
to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father
loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No one takes it
from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I
have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father”
(John 10:14-18).
Some time passes and autumn fades into winter. The Festival of the Booths
is long over, and the Festival of the Dedication – now celebrated as Hanukkah –
begins. And still the debates rage on.

Once again Jesus is at the temple, this time in the portico of Solomon. This
place is important; it was the porch or portico on the east side of the Temple and
was called the “Porch of Judgment.” This was the place Solomon was said to
have offered his wise counsel, make judgements, and bring about justice for those
who were brought before him. As Jesus walks through this historic place of
wisdom and judgement, those who would judge him approach.
A crowd gathers around him and asks Jesus to put an end to the debate
concerning his identity once and for all: “How long will you keep us in suspense?
If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly” (10:24). The problem, of course, is that he
has already told them, and told them, and told them, and regardless of what Jesus
says or does, the debate will not end. I have often imagined Jesus getting a little
exasperated here. “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in
my Father’s name testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not
belong to my sheep” (10:25-26).
But then, he goes on to say “My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and
they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish.” (10:27-28).
And here, I imagine, the exasperation gives way to sadness. Jesus is not rejecting
the religious authorities. He is not telling them that they do not belong because he
doesn’t want them, or that they do not belong because they haven’t done all that
is required of them. No. He is recognizing their rejection of his message. “You

don’t see me. You don’t know me. You don’t recognize the love and grace of
God spoken through me. You are so wrapped up in your particular vision of rules
and order and hierarchy and purity that you fail to see the abundant life God
wants for you.”
And then, Jesus says, “No one will snatch (my sheep) from my hand”
(10:28). Your rules, your restrictions, your ideas of who is in and who is out
cannot preclude people from the abundant life I offer. My sheep know my voice
and they will follow me, even when there are a million other voices clamoring for
their attention. Even when the voices of those in authority try to tell them that
they do not belong in my flock, they know that they are mine and they follow. I
am the shepherd and the gate. I decide.
That word – “Snatch” – that is a strong word. As I read this passage,
preparing for this sermon, I kept coming back to that word. In the Greek, the
word is ἁρπάσει (har PAH say). It means to seize by force, to snatch away, to
take by an open display of force. Jesus speaks plainly here. My sheep will follow
me and no one, regardless of their power or authority as religious or political
leaders, will wrest them away from me.
The voice of the shepherd is a voice saying, “Come, you who are weary,
and I will give you rest. Come, you who are hungry, you who are poor. Come,
you who have made mistakes and you who have been abused. Come, you who

have been pushed to the margins because of who you are, what you look like,
who you love – because of how you were created in the image of God.” It is also
a voice saying, “Come, you who are wealthy, and feed my sheep. Come, you who
have privilege, and feed my lambs. Come, you who have power and use it to lift
up those whose voices have been silenced.” And friends, as the church, we are
called to be the sheep, but we are also called to reflect the voice of the shepherd
into the world. We are not gatekeepers. We don’t get to decide who is invited.
That invitation has already been sent.
Another Rachel Held Evans quote: “The church is God saying: 'I'm
throwing a banquet, and all these mismatched, messed-up people are invited.
Here, have some wine.’”
― Rachel Held Evans, Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding the
Church
That’s what this whole being a sheep thing is about. The shepherd’s voice is
a wildly inclusive voice; a voice that promises rest in green pastures and beside
still waters and cups that overflow; a voice that leads us all to abundant life,
together.
That “together” piece is important. The popular image in modern American
evangelical Christianity is this idea of a “personal relationship with Christ.” A
relationship with Christ is important, but the shepherd’s voice is one that calls

communally. It’s not about individual salvation. It’s not about individual action.
It’s about being a part of the flock and moving forward together. It’s about being
sheep and being able to distinguish the voice that calls us in love to gather in love
around this table of love.
According to a story Joanne Rogers shared in the documentary “Won’t You
Be My Neighbor?” just before he slipped into a coma, Mr. Rogers looked into the
eyes of his beloved wife of 50 years and asked, “Am I a sheep?” Fred Rogers
knew Jesus. He knew what Jesus called him to do with his life, and he spent his
whole life trying to follow that call. He knew the shepherd’s voice, and, at the
end, all he wanted to know is if he was a sheep – if he had listened to the
shepherd’s voice and followed.
There are some who interpret that question as a deathbed confession of a
belief that he somehow had to be good enough to earn his way into heaven, as an
expression of doubt in the abundant grace and absolute inclusion in God’s love
that he preached throughout his television ministry. There is an assumption that
he is referring to the passage in Matthew 25 – which we will hear next week – in
which the nations are judged and separated sheep from goats. The sheep are the
ones who cared for those in need, who showed Christ’s love to the least of these.
And, yes, by all definitions, Mr. Rogers was a Matthew 25 sheep.

But I wonder if that’s really what Mr. Rogers was asking. He was a
Presbyterian minister, after all. He knew about grace. He knew about a God who
chose him (and all of us) before creation. He knew about love and mercy that
won’t let go. I wonder if what he really wanted to know was if he was a sheep as
described in the 23rd Psalm and John 10 – the sheep that relies entirely on the
shepherd whose voice it knows, who guides it through the darkness to quiet
waters and green pastures. Perhaps, when Mr. Rogers asked if he was a sheep, he
wasn’t looking for affirmation of the goodness of his own actions, but affirmation
that he could continue to rest in the knowledge that he was loved, guided and
protected by the good shepherd.
Joanne’s response to her beloved husband is God’s response to us all this
day: “If anyone is a sheep, you are.”
You belong to the flock, my friends. You are not the shepherd. You
are not the gate. We are all in this thing together, and the shepherd calls us –
together – from wherever we are in our lives. Listen for the voice of the
shepherd who calls you to follow. And surely goodness and mercy shall
follow you all the days of your life, and you shall dwell in the house of the
Lord forever. Amen.

