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Texts: Acts 2:42-47 • Psalm 23 • 1 Peter 2:19-25 • John 10:1-10

Acts 2:42-47
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many won-
ders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together 
and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and 
distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 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 goodwill of all the people. 
And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.

Psalm 23
The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters;
he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake.
Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with 

me; your rod and your staff —  they comfort me.
You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint 

my head with oil; my cup overflows.
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall 

dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long.

1 Peter 2:19-25
For it is a credit to you if, being aware of God, you endure pain while suf-

fering unjustly. If you endure when you are beaten for doing wrong, what credit is 
that? 

But if you endure when you do right and suffer for it, you have God’s ap-
proval. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leav-
ing you an example, so that you should follow in his steps. 
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“He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.” 
When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did 

not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly. He himself 
bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for 
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. For you were going astray 
like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your 
souls.

John 10:1-10
“Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate 

but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. The one who enters by the 
gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens the gate for him, and the 
sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When 
he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him 
because they know his voice. They will not follow a stranger, but they will run 
from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” 

Jesus used this figure of speech with them, but they did not understand 
what he was saying to them. So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I 
am the gate for the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and bandits; but 
the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be 
saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal 
and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”
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We encounter a lot of characters in our gospel reading today, so many that it 
can get confusing. 

Who is Jesus here? Is he the shepherd or the gate? 
Who are the thieves and bandits? Who are the sheep? 
I think if we let ourselves get too bogged down in trying to figure out the 

“who’s who” of the parable, we will miss the overall message.
What Jesus is trying to tell the Pharisees, and us, is that salvation comes 

through faith in Christ alone, and that through our faith we are one community. 
Now you may be wondering how I came to that conclusion from all this talk 

about sheep and gates. So let’s dive into the picture.
Jesus tells this story at this specific time for a specific reason. If you look at 

the previous chapter, you will see that Jesus had healed a blind man. People were in 
disbelief that the man had regained his sight from Christ on the Sabbath and sought 
to discredit both of them. When the man did not back down from his story they 
threw him out of the temple. 

Jesus told this story to let the Pharisees know that they were in the wrong. 
They had no authority to throw anyone out of the Temple. 

Many people — and we all have probably been guilty of at least thinking it 
sometimes — try to put themselves in the place of God when they decide to take 
the role of who can and cannot participate in our community of faith. 

Who are we to judge who has faith and who does not? 
Only Christ and God have the authority to decide who has faith and who 

does not. Much like Jesus also mentions in the parable of the narrow door: there is 
only one way to salvation.  Christ cannot stress this enough in scripture. 

In this particular passage, whether Jesus is the gate or the shepherd, all sheep 
must enter by or through him to get home. The relationship between the sheep and 
their shepherd is intimate. The sheep know their shepherd’s voice and will only 
answer to him or her. If another person came along and tried to lead the flock, the 
flock would run in fear because they know it was not their shepherd. And the shep-
herd knows every single one of his or her sheep by name. 
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Much like the relationship between a shepherd and their sheep, our relation-
ship with Christ is just as intimate. Christ knows us all by name, and we have faith 
in Christ alone to take care of us, or we should. 

However, many people may try to find other ways to achieve salvation — 
through works or a good moral code, or some other way.

But that is like trying to climb over the wall; it doesn’t work. 
Sheep pens back in biblical times were not scrawny little wooden pens. Sheep 

were incredibly important to their shepherds and were well guarded. They lived in 
pens that were usually attached to the side of the house, with high walls, and some-
times there were even branches or other deterrents placed on top of the walls. 

So, not only would it be harder to try to sneak in over a wall, as we know 
from the intimate relationship between shepherds and their sheep, it would be fruit-
less, too. Even sneaking in, we would not have the common identifier of the flock — 
faith in Jesus Christ. 

It may be scary to think that there is only one way to receive salvation. But 
when you take a look and see that that one way is to have faith in Christ, someone 
who loved us so much that he became human to be in close relationship with us 
and died on a cross for our sins when he didn’t have to, then, that way seems a little 
bit easier to follow in my opinion. 

When someone selflessly loves you that much, they inspire love and faith in 
return. And once we accept that justifying faith in Christ, we become a part of the 
Church universal, a community of believers.

And this community is an amazing multi-ethnic, diverse religious commu-
nity, but I think we sometimes try to ignore or squash that aspect. We try to think 
of our community as a homogenous group, but that is not so. 

Just like the fact that not all sheep look alike, not all Christians look or think 
alike. 

But, we often mistake unity for uniformity. We think being in one commu-
nity means being a uniform group.

However, unity does not have to mean uniformity. 



Faith, the Common Unifier • May 7, 2017 • Pastoral Intern Sadie Brink • Page 5

Having a relationship with Christ is the great equalizer. Our unity comes out 
of our relationship to Jesus, entering through that same gate or following the same 
shepherd so to speak.

It does not come through what we look like, or what language we speak, how 
much money we make, or who we love, how we dress, or the many other things that 
make up who we are. 

Unity does not include abolishing these distinctions.
Unity is the erasure of dominance, not the removal of difference.
Our unity comes from our common faith in Christ.
And Christ came to earth and died on a cross for everyone, not just those 

who look and act like you or me. 
As Methodists, we believe in three kinds of grace. The first of which is preve-

nient grace. This prevenient grace exists in the world for everyone and everything. 
It is a gift freely given, you have to actively reject it if you do not want it, and even 
then, it is still waiting in the wings for you to accept it again. And once you accept 
prevenient grace, you receive justifying grace. 

It is through justifying grace that our sins are forgiven and our relationship 
with God has been restored. It is at this point that we join the community of believ-
ers called the church.

And since prevenient grace is readily made available for all, it follows that 
justifying grace is also readily made available to all who accept it. 

ALL who accept it, not just the ALL that fit neatly into our comfort zones.
Dr. Brad R. Braxton, one of the professors who influenced my decision to at-

tend Perkins, but who, unfortunately (for me), left before I could take his class, af-
firms this in a talk about Christian community and justifying grace in a Disciple I 
video. 

He says,“Justification by faith is more than a formula for the salvation of an 
individual believer. It is the principle that allows the church to express communal 
unity in the midst of social diversity.”
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Since we are unified by our faith in Christ, we are free to be a part of a social-
ly diverse community of believers. Christians are not the only beings who are called 
to live in diversity.

As many of you all know, I went to South Africa with my school a couple of 
years ago. While we were there to learn, we did include some fun touristy activities 
in the trip as well. One of those was a safari. It was the fulfillment of a childhood 
dream, and not only was it an amazing experience, I saw some awe-inspiring com-
munity amongst species. 

Our safari was a sunset safari. We started out a few hours before dusk and 
came in just after the sun had set. What was interesting about this was that at the be-
ginning of the excursion, we saw a lot of animals hanging out in groups of their own. 
The baboons hung out with other baboons, the elephants with other elephants, Etc. 
Even animals want to hang out with other animals that look and think like them. 

But then a curious thing happened.
As sunset approached we began to see more of the herbivores mingling to-

gether. As the sun was setting, we literally passed a group of animals that was in-
credibly diverse. There were giraffes, baboons, elephants, antelope, wildebeest, and 
more. All in one area. 

Our safari guide explained to us that this happens every day. These animals, 
as seemingly diverse and wholly different as they are, willingly come together.

Why? Well, they come together because of a common link: their safety. They 
are predators’ prey. So they live symbiotically. They each provide something unique 
to the group, and the group as a whole is made stronger for it. What each individual 
lacks as an individual, they gain as a group. They don’t care that they are with other 
species; they embrace the diversity of the group because this diversity is required 
for survival. 

Sometimes it is hard to listen to scripture. So if that is too hard, let us learn 
something from these animals. We need to embrace diversity in the body of Christ, 
in the community that is the Church. Diversity is not only necessary, it is extremely 
beneficial to all involved. 
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Much like all the animals have their physical survival in common, we have 
our spiritual survival in common with our fellow Christians. We have all received 
salvation through the same gate. We all follow the same shepherd, Jesus. 

On that same trip, I was privileged to have the opportunity to really engage 
with Christians from a variety of cultures and ethnicities. When we were put in 
close proximity to one another for two weeks, a space was created for us to really 
get to know each other, to understand where we came from. People we might have 
shied away from in a classroom because it was easier to talk to people we had more 
in common with.

Not all took advantage of this, and they did not get as much out of the trip as 
those who did. Those who made the effort to get to know others who weren’t like 
them came away from this trip with lifelong friends, a special bond, and a broader 
world outlook. 

We as the church have so much to gain if we quit trying to keep to ourselves. 
We often avoid it because embracing unity amongst diversity is not easy. Embrac-
ing diversity means embracing self-conscious initial conversations, awkward stares 
from others, and probably even some uncomfortable questions, and answers, until 
you actually start to get to know and understand each other.

But something magical happens when you get to know each other.
As I have heard Matt Russell say on more than one occasion, improbable 

friendships open unimaginable spaces of hope and learning. When we embrace di-
versity, our view of the world is changed, our vision is expanded to include things 
that we never would have thought of left to our own devices. We come to appreciate 
others more.

While going on a two-week trip to a foreign country is a great kick-start to 
embracing diversity, it is not feasible for everyone. So, take some time to find ways 
that you can embrace the unity that is found through faith in Christ.

It may have to start at an internal place. You may have to spend some time 
reading scripture, thinking, and praying on what it means to be in community with 
other believers different from yourself, to come to a place of acceptance that despite 



our differences we are all one family and should love one another no matter our 
differences. 

You may start with looking around your neighborhood or work, and finding 
a fellow Christian with a different life background and asking them out for coffee. 

You may want to look into programs like ProjectCURATE, whose mission is 
to build bridges across cultural divides that unify, inspire, and cultivate a new imag-
ination for how Christians interact with the city, through adaptive learning.

No matter where you are today, if you have faith in Christ you are a part of 
the Christian family. And if you feel like you might have faith in Christ, know that 
grace is always there waiting for you to accept it and become a part of the family 
where abundant life awaits.

I hope that you will take some time to get to know your brothers and sisters 
who are different than you. Because wondrous things await for you and possibly for 
the world if you do. 

What a wonderful world we would live in if we could all approach one an-
other through our similarities and not our differences, Amen. 
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Christ the Good Shepherd. Unknown artist
Mosaic. c. 425-450 AD
Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, Ravenna, Italy

The mosaic of Christ the Good Shepherd is representative of Christian art in this time period. 
Earlier depictions of the Good Shepherd typically showed a simple peasant. Here, dressed as a 
regal Roman in gold and purple and with a halo and a cross held as a scepter, Christ also is the 
King of Kings. Youthful looking and beardless, he has a natural twist to his body. There is a three-
dimensional sense to the work, with rocks and palm fronds in the background and a cliff face at 
the very front. 

This Roman building, Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, is described by UNESCO experts as “the 
earliest and best preserved of all mosaic monuments” and is a rare example where the original 
mosaics are intact. The tradition is that it was built as a mausoleum by Galla Placidia, the daugh-
ter of the Roman Emperor Theodosius I, although this is unlikely.
  

Curated by Norman Mahan 


