May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer. Amen.
“Jesus used this figure of speech with them but they did not understand what he was saying to them” (John 10:6)
Has that ever happened to you? Have you ever listened to the gospel reading and then said to yourself, “What is he talking about?” Have you ever read a piece of scripture and wondered, “What does this mean? And how does it apply to my life?” I have and I still do. 
This week was no different. Sheep and shepherd, gate and gatekeeper, thief and bandit, voices, abundant life. What’s all that mean? How does it apply to our lives? There’s too many contradictions and mixed metaphors.
At the beginning of today’s gospel it sounds like Jesus is suggesting that he is the shepherd who enters the gate, unlike the thieves and bandits who hop the fence. The sheep, he says, listen to and follow the voice of the shepherd but run from the voice of strangers. But then later in today’s gospel Jesus says that he is the gate. So, he is the shepherd who enters the gate and he is also the gate the shepherd enters? And then he says that we can enter him as a gate to abundant life?
Let’s start with abundant life. That, Jesus says, is why he came; that we might “have life, and have it abundantly.” What does that mean for you? Where is your life abundant? And in what ways is it less than abundant? Keep in mind, however, that abundance is not something we get. It’s a way of living and being.
The abundant life is not about quantity, wealth, success, approval, popularity, being number one, or any of the other things we often think it is. The abundant life is touching and living the divine life. It’s a quality not a quantity. It’s about meaning, integrity, purpose, creativity, relationship, and wholeness. It’s life that leads to life, love that leads to love, joy that leads to joy, hope that leads to hope, kindness that leads to kindness, generosity that leads to generosity, beauty that leads to beauty, and gratitude that leads to gratitude.
Isn’t that what we really want? Isn’t that what we want for ourselves and for each other? I do? Don’t you? I want us to follow the shepherd into the pasture of abundance.
Who is the shepherd? The obvious answer is Jesus. Later in John’s account of the gospel Jesus will say, “I am the good shepherd” (John 10:11). Could there be other shepherds? And if so, who might that be? Psalm 23 said that the Lord, God, is our shepherd. He revives, he leads, he protects, he feeds, he waters, he pastures. What about you and me? Could we do those things? Could we be the shepherd? Who are the people that have shepherded, guided, nurtured, and protected your life? When have you shepherded the life of another? Maybe the shepherd here is anyone or anything that nourishes, fosters, empowers, and guards life. It could be God, Jesus, you, or me. Shepherding is not only an action but also a relationship.
What about those thieves and bandits? Jesus is not warning us about having our things stolen but about having our life stolen and our abundance depleted.
Thieves are stealthy and they come in the night when we are asleep and unaware. Then one day we wake up and wonder what happened to our life. How did we get to this point? Our life is a mess and we don’t know when or how it happened. Where did our life go? Maybe time caught up with us, maybe we took a relationship for granted, maybe we were too comfortable, maybe we were too busy or preoccupied, maybe we weren’t paying attention, maybe we just gave up, maybe we opened our heart to the wrong person or thing.
Bandits, on the other hand, are overpowering. They come in the daylight. They don’t even try to hide. We know when they are here and when we are being robbed. It’s those times when we know our life is less than we want it to be, we recognize the patterns and behaviors that are destructive, we know there is a better and different choice to be made, but we continue down the same path. It’s falling down and refusing to get back up. It’s recognizing our brokenness and refusing to ask for help. It’s choosing our resentments and anger over forgiveness. It’s feeling the pain but refusing the treatment. 
In what ways has your life been stolen? Who or what are the thieves and bandits in your life? How will you guard your heart against the thieves and bandits of an abundant life? The abundant life is always a matter of the heart.
We are the gatekeepers of our lives, and our heart - Guarding our heart means staying awake, being watchful, and remaining diligent. Awareness of and reflection on what is happening within and outside us are the gatekeeper’s key. Depending on who or what it is we either open our heart or keep it closed. 
Who or what stands at your gates today? Who or what are the people, opportunities, possibilities, and choices that seek entry into your life? The gates in our life are threshold places, times of discernment, moments of transition, and decisions to be made. To whom or what do you need to open and to whom or what do you need to close? How might your life change if you open? What might you miss if you close? Will your life be enhanced and empowered by opening or will something be lost? What pain or wound might you prevent by closing? Where is fear in all this? Which will enhance and add to life today, opening or closing?
We do not have to make these decisions alone or in isolation. Jesus said, “I am the gate.” He is the gate that opens and leads to the pastures of abundant life and he is the gate that stands against death. We open or close in collaboration with Jesus. “The sheep follow [the shepherd] because they know his voice.”
To what voices are we listening? The voices to which we listen form and shape our lives throughout our lifetime. And there are a myriad of voices in our world. What voices are rattling around in you? Vying for your attention? For better or for worse we eventually begin to speak with the voice that has formed and shaped our lives.
Who do you sound like when you speak? It could be your mom or dad, your spouse, your boss, your fear or anger, your wounds, the church, politicians, the internet, friends, money, success, popularity, expectations, failures, self-criticism or self-hatred. Is it the voice of thieves and bandits? Or is it the voice of wisdom, life, love, compassion, beauty, generosity, hope, joy? Which voices are loudest in your life today? What voices have you invested in? Are they worthy of your trust and your life or are they bankrupting you? To which voices do you need to close the gate of your heart and to which ones do you need to open? Amen.
