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As many of you know, I grew up around farms and farming.  Both my Uncle C.A. 
and his son, Charles, had farms, and both raised beef cattle and grew grains for 
feed.  The farm my uncle owned is still in my family and has been for 5 
generations. 

There are many things I remember about Uncle C.A.’s farm, but one of my fondest 
memories is riding in the back of his truck or on the hay wagon.  Even as a child, 
he allowed me to “help” him when he went out to feed the cattle.  My first job was 
to jump down from the truck and open the gates to the various pastures.  
According to his instructions, I unlatched and opened the gates, and after he 
drove through, I carefully closed and re-latched them.  I was very proud of my job 
and very careful to ensure that the cattle would remain safe inside their enclosure.  

I was always happy to see the way that the cows knew Uncle C.A. was coming to 
feed them.  They would be clustered near the gates waiting for him.  They never 
seemed frightened of us, but they followed the truck to the places where we 
pushed the bales of hay off for them to eat. 

This memory came to my mind as I read the Gospel lesson for today.  I started 
thinking about all the ways that gates are used. (slide) 

~they can be used to lock people or animals out or let people or animals in. 

~they can be means to protect what is behind them or to protect what is outside 
from what is inside. 

~they can be means to hide something of value or to reveal wonderful things that 
could not be seen from outside. 

~they can be welcoming or they can be a warning to “keep out!” 

~They can be a means to give freedom from captivity or to imprison and separate 
from the world outside. 

I expect that you can think of other ways that gates are used.   

When Jesus declares, “I am the gate,” which type of gate is he?  Perhaps he is “all 
of the above”?   

At the beginning of the reading, Jesus uses the analogy of a sheepfold or 
enclosure that protects a herd of sheep.  This style of teaching story in the Gospel 
of John is similar to what we call “parables” in the synoptic gospels of Matthew, 
Mark & Luke.   



(Slide)  Sheep and shepherds were a very visible part of the culture in ancient 
Palestine.  Even today, as you drive through the Galilean countryside or other 
areas of Israel, you will see herds of sheep being tended by shepherds. (pictures)  
Jesus’ hearers should have understood what he was saying; however, as often 
happened when Jesus taught, the people were slow to get his meaning. 

First, Jesus tells of how those who invade a sheepfold by climbing over the fence 
or wall are typically up to no good-  thieves and robbers, poachers.  The animals 
inside would, understandably, be startled by these intruders.  If you know sheep at 
all, you know that they startle easily.  They would sense danger. 

In Jesus’ analogy, the sheepfold was the scriptures-the Law and the Prophets- 
God’s word that promised protection and well as freedom for God’s faithful people.  
The thieves and robbers are the very ones to whom he was talking, the religious 
leaders, who were supposed to be the teachers and interpreters of God’s Word.  
Instead, they were under the control of the Roman government, and they used the 
Word, the Law, to oppress the people- to keep them in line so that the leaders 
could have power and prestige.   Although they claimed to be working on behalf of 
the people of Israel, they were, instead, harming the very ones they were called to 
protect.   

God’s Word was the “sheepfold” that kept the people safe and in a loving 
relationship with God the Father.  Therefore, if the Word is the sheepfold, then, the 
God of Abraham, Moses and the Prophets of Israel, was the true shepherd.  But 
“false shepherds” were claiming leadership of the sheep. 

It’s a nice analogy for the Good Shepherd, isn’t it?  Jesus realized that his “nice 
analogy” was being understood literally. So, he changed his tact.   

(Slide)  Jesus says, “I am the gate.”  The gate is the key to true protection as well 
as to true freedom.   

As “the gate”, Jesus was claiming complete authority as God. Only God has 
complete control of the gate to the sheep, the people of God.  Only Jesus, as God 
the Son, has the power to provide true protection as well as true freedom.  In 
Jesus’ care, the gate is an entry of welcome with the grace, mercy and promises 
of God inside the fold- the kingdom of God.   For many of the listeners of that day, 
what Jesus claimed was blasphemy.  But, for us, it’s good news.   

There are some commentators who would claim that the ones within the 
“sheepfold” make up the Church.  Of course, those commentators have different 
ideas about who are the “true members” of this church and what “church” this 
happens to be.   



 I believe that Jesus’ word of welcome is much more inclusive.  He doesn’t say 
that his followers can only be a particular human sect or religion, he is saying that 
as the Gate, He has control of who comes and goes- not any human being or 
particular earth-made religion.  He is the one who decides and calls together his 
flock.  Those who hear his call and recognize his voice will respond and enter the 
kingdom-fold. 

The gate is also a barrier to the evil one who would attempt to poach, destroy or 
lead astray.  In the verse following the reading for today, Jesus explains his role 
this way:  "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. (Jn. 10:11 NRS)   Jesus was willing to become the gate, to lay down his 
life for the people of God, just as a shepherd might lie down in front of an opening 
to a sheep pen that has no door or gate.   

Because of Jesus’s death and resurrection for the salvation of humanity, the 
barrier is eternally secure.  Satan has no power over the gate.  Through Jesus, the 
gate opens to life with the freedom to go in and out with no fear of death.  This 
gate opens to a loving, serving relationship with the God of grace and mercy.   
This is the abundant life that Jesus talks about. 

Last year, I attended a week-long retreat at a center near Lexington known as The 
Belfrey.  In the grounds of the Belfrey are many different gates.  Each gate was 
beautiful and had its uniquely designed and locally made metal latch. One of the 
“rules” of the week at The Belfrey was this:  any gate may be opened and entered.  
No gate was built to keep you out or to hold you captive.  The gates symbolized 
freedom to live abundantly for behind each gate was an experience of God’s 
presence and grace in the form of a beautiful garden or hammocks hung under 
trees for a time of rest or a path into the woodland with a guide to the flora you 
might find there or meditative walk following the way of the Cross- Jesus’ journey 
to Calvary or a quiet place to read, write or pray.   

Jesus is the gate to abundant life where we can know that we are safe in his care, 
regardless of what is happening in our lives and world.  He is the gate to peace 
and blessing that comes when we trust in him and follow his ways.  He is the gate 
to hope in the promise of salvation and life in his kingdom.  He is the gate that is 
open in forgiveness and welcome-  Forgiveness for the ways we hide behind 
walls of fear or put up barriers to others through prejudice or hatred or enclose 
ourselves in our own self-centeredness.  Welcome to life renewed by the Holy 
Spirit so that we may know the abundance of his grace every day.  Amen 
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