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The Diocese of Norwich ‘Sunday Hope’ Podcast
Sunday 3 May 2020
The Revd Canon Sally Theakston, Bishop’s Chaplain:

Welcome to my home in Gressenhall a village in mid Norfolk.  Many of you will have visited the nearby Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse.

This short podcast is one of those new ways of being church and worshipping God together. It contains a reading, hymns, a homily, some questions to ponder, and prayers. 

My husband Michael will read the Gospel and we are joined from her home in North Walsham by Canon Susanna Gunner who has written and will lead the prayers. 

You might like to pause now and light a candle to help become more aware that you are in God’s loving presence.

A COLLECT FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER

Let us pray

Risen Christ,

faithful shepherd of your Father’s sheep:

teach us to hear your voice

and to follow your command,

that all your people may be gathered into one flock,

to the glory of God the Father.  Amen.
READING

A reading from the Gospel according to St. John, 10.1-10

Jesus said to the Pharisees: ‘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.’

HYMN 

We listen to the hymn The King of love my shepherd is which is based on Psalm 23.

HOMILY

This Sunday is often known as Good Shepherd Sunday. If events had been otherwise, I would have spent today walking near Malham Tarn, in my home county of Yorkshire, enjoying the sunshine and the newly born May lambs.  The sight of lambs scattering the fields is a welcome sight in the dales, representing new beginnings and the end of a long winter.
In the Gospel Jesus describes himself as a shepherd. He draws upon the recurring Old Testament image of the shepherd and his sheep. This is the shepherd whom we follow when we hear his voice.
Shepherds work in the Middle East not by driving from behind but by walking on in front and calling the sheep who know their voice.  This is the shepherd who may be called to lay down his life for the flock when danger threatens.
And this is the Shepherd too of that most loved of psalms, Psalm 23, a psalm we have listened to so many times and which we have just heard sung.  This is a psalm which many people turn to for comfort in times of testing, of sorrow and of need.  A psalm that reminds us of the loving presence of God who promises us a dwelling place with him for ever.

There are times when this psalm may not ring true for us.  Times when events in our lives and our world, (such as this coronavirus pandemic), throw all hope of peace and of comfort into doubt.  But I believe Psalm 23 to be entirely realistic about human life. For the psalmist himself knows darkness and fear.

And like the writer of the psalm many people listening will have travelled themselves through the valley of the shadow of death and yet have known the comfort of God’s presence walking alongside them through that darkness.

This comfort does not come from an assurance that everything will be fine because we know it may not be. It can come instead from the simple presence of companions who are willing to be alongside others in their bleakest hours - and so walk through the darkness with them and make that darkness holy.  For now, that presence may have to come through a phone call, a letter or a bag of groceries though of course we long to reach out and embrace that person.

In Christ we are given the most demanding example of leadership.

We are reminded of the one who came not to be served but to serve.

Who washed the feet of his disciples.

Who wins people to glad obedience.

And who because he knows and loves the sheep stays with them - with us - when danger threatens. 

As you reflect you might like to ponder these questions.

· What is your favourite sign of the new life of springtime?

· How in these times of social isolation might you accompany someone whose heart is feeling wintry?

PRAYERS

Let us pray:

Risen Christ, King of Love, you are our shepherd,

you know us and call us each by name:

give us the grace to recognise your voice.

You go ahead of us, leading us on and out 

to each new pasture of our lives:

may we trustingly follow in your footsteps.

You offer us the gift of life, abundant life: 

we pray for the courage to accept this gift,

daily exploring how to live life in all its fulness.

Amen 

We thank you, Good Shepherd, 

that you search for us when we stray

and shoulder us when we stumble:

in these dark and difficult days 

you are already upholding the weak, 

searching out the bleakest situations,

and supporting those who strive for healing.

Most of all, we thank you, Good Shepherd, 

that you are ever-present in death’s dark vale, 

walking alongside those who themselves walk 

in the valley of the shadow of death.

Because of your loving presence 

we know that death 

is never an unaccompanied journey

even if someone dies alone, 

and we pray that all who today 

will know deep darkness 

may find you there, 

a gleam of risen light, 

holy and comforting.  

Amen

Let us pray together as our Saviour taught us:

Our Father, who art in heaven,

hallowed be thy name;

thy kingdom come;

thy will be done;

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us.

And lead us not into temptation;

but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom,

the power, and the glory

for ever and ever.

Amen.

HYMN
We listen to the hymn Thine for ever! God of love
BLESSING

The God of peace,

who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus,

that great shepherd of the sheep,

through the blood of the eternal covenant,

make you perfect in every good work to do his will,

working in you that which is well-pleasing in his sight;

and the blessing of God almighty,

the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,

be among you,

and all those whom you love, 

wherever they may be

this day and always.  Amen.
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