
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fourth Sunday of Easter

Year C

RCL

Psalm 23
Revelation 7:9-17
John 10:22-30

O God, whose Son Jesus is  the good shepherd of 

your people: Grant that when we hear his voice we may 

know him who calls us each by name, and follow where 

he leads; who, with you and the Holy Spirit, lives and 

reigns, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Acts 9:36-43

Now in Joppa there was a disciple whose name was 

Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas. She was devoted to 

good works and acts of charity. At that time she became 

ill and died. When they had washed her, they laid her in 

a room upstairs. Since Lydda was near Joppa, the disci-

ples, who heard that Peter was there, sent two men to 

him with the request, “Please come to us without 

delay.” So Peter got up and went with them; and when 

he arrived, they took him to the room upstairs. All the 

widows stood beside him, weeping and showing tunics 

and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was 

with them. Peter put all of them outside, and then he 

knelt down and prayed. He turned to the body and said, 

“Tabitha, get up.” Then she opened her eyes, and seeing 

Peter, she sat up. He gave her his hand and helped her 
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up. Then calling the saints and widows, he showed her 

to be alive. This became known throughout Joppa, and 

many believed in the Lord. Meanwhile he stayed in 

Joppa for some time with a certain Simon, a tanner.
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Psalm 23 Page 612, BCP

Dominus regit me

1 The LORD is my shepherd; 
I shall not be in want.

2 He makes me lie down in green pastures 
and leads me beside still waters.

3 He revives my soul 
and guides me along right pathways for his Name's sake.

4 Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I shall fear no evil; 
for you are with me;
your rod and your staff, they comfort me.

5 You spread a table before me in the presence of those who trouble me; 
you have anointed my head with oil,
and my cup is running over.

6 Surely your goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, 
and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.
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Revelation 7:4-17

And I heard the number of those who were sealed, one 

hundred and forty-four thousand, sealed out of every 

tribe of the people of Israel: From the tribe of Judah 

twelve thousand sealed,from the tribe of Reuben twelve 

thousand,from the tribe of Gad twelve thousand, from 

the tribe of Asher twelve thousand,from the tribe of 

Naphtali twelve thousand,from the tribe of Manasseh 

twelve thousand, from the tribe of Simeon twelve thou-

sand,from the tribe of Levi twelve thousand,from the 

tribe of Issachar twelve thousand, from the tribe of Ze-

bulun twelve thousand,from the tribe of Joseph twelve 

thousand,from the tribe of Benjamin twelve thousand 

sealed.

After this I looked, and there was a great multitude 

that no one could count, from every nation, from all 
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tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the 

throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm 

branches in their hands. They cried out in a loud voice, 

saying,

“Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on 
the throne, and to the Lamb!”

And all the angels stood around the throne and around 

the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on 

their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 

singing,

“Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom
and thanksgiving and honor
and power and might
be to our God forever and ever! Amen.”

Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who 

are these, robed in white, and where have they come 

from?” I said to him, “Sir, you are the one that knows.” 

Then he said to me, “These are they who have come out 
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of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and 

made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

For this reason they are before the throne of God,
and worship him day and night within his temple,
and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them.

They will hunger no more, and thirst no more;
the sun will not strike them,
nor any scorching heat;

for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd,
and he will guide them to springs of the water of life,

and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”
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John 10:22-30

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 gath-

ered 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.”
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SERMON

In the 50-day season of Easter, between Resurrec-

tion Sunday and Pentecost, we are to direct our atten-

tion to the meaning of the Gospel accounts of what hap-

pened in Jerusalem sometime around 30 c.e. To those 

paying attention, that may sound familiar by now. I’ve 

said it  in each Easter  sermon. Everybody here thinks 

they  know  what  happened  in  Jerusalem  sometime 

around 30 c.e. Why do I keep asking the same obvious 

question? I must think it’s important.

Forgive me, but it seems to me that contemporary 

Christian understanding of the Gospel, the good news, 

has been reduced to a hunt for heaven. Is that an ade-

quate explanation of what happened in Jerusalem some-

time around 30 c.e. do you think? Everything I hear Je-

sus say has to do with turning our attention away from 

personal gain and toward the good of our brothers and 
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sisters. It seems to me that we’ve turned that teaching 

on its head so that it now more resembles planning a 

pension than it does a life lived in service to others.

It might be clearer if you thought about your own 

family. Raising children, as we all know – or soon will 

– can be heartbreakingly difficult. It’s a life-time com-

mitment  from  diapers  to  diploma  and  beyond.  How 

many of you do that because it  will get you brownie 

points in heaven? Who even thinks that way? We do it 

because we love the infuriating little buggers! I hear Je-

sus  teaching  us  to  approach the  whole  world  in  that 

fashion. Can you imagine the shame you’d feel if you 

confessed to your children, “I only did it so I’d have a 

great retirement in heaven”?

That’s  no  explanation  of  what  happened  in 

Jerusalem sometime around 30 c.e. What happened in 

Jerusalem  sometime  around  30  c.e.  transformed  the 
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world from what it was, to what it became. The reason 

we tell and retell this story is because what happened in 

Jerusalem sometime around 30 c.e. was and is intended 

to transform you from what you were to what you were 

redeemed to be. Sometime around 30 c.e. that undertak-

ing cost Jesus his life. Why in the world we tell our-

selves that it  should be pain free for us is a howling 

great confession that we missed the point entirely. 

It is one thing to tell the preacher, “My! That’s an 

interesting insight! I never thought of it that way” and 

quite another to undo a lifetime of understanding so as 

to incorporate that new way of thinking into our lives. 

Your temptation, and mine, is to revert to what we al-

ways  thought.  That’s  safer.  Tell  the  preacher  he  did 

well, but then discount it as quickly as you get outside. 

That’s just fine if you’re dealing with the enormously 

entertaining and devastatingly handsome preacher. It’s 
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not at all acceptable if you’re dealing with Jesus. Jesus 

is something different.

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 sus-
pense? 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, be-
cause 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.”

It’s that last sentence, “The Father and I are one” that 

we have to engage if we are to understand what hap-

pened in Jerusalem sometime around 30 c.e. If I made 

such a statement, it would be time for the nice young 
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men in the clean white coats to visit. Jesus could make 

that statement because it is accurate. What happened 

sometime around 30 c.e. is that God appeared in His 

creation and we beheld all of Him that we can perceive. 

Not God the hypothetical old man in the white robe on 

the throne somewhere out there. God once again walk-

ing in His garden in the cool of the day, breaking bread 

with His people.

The interesting thing to me is that as God the Son 

walked the earth, He had so little to say about a hunt for 

heaven. He didn’t urge us to love one another because it 

earns bonus points in heaven. He didn’t teach us, “Do 

unto others as you would have them do unto you for 

with  two  you  get  egg  roll.”  Jesus’ teaching  was  all 

about servant lifestyle, service to others, love of God 

and for His children, sharing the joys and concerns of 

our brothers and sisters. Nothing about personal profit.
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I keep thinking back to the iconic photograph of the 

earth taken by Voyager’s cameras from outside the orbit 

of Saturn. Earth appears as a pale blue dot. That’s us. 

We get in terrible wars trying to grab bits and pieces of 

a pale blue dot. Jesus walked the earth to inform us that 

it is God’s pale blue dot, and that the rules for comfort-

able living on it are God’s as well. More than that, Jesus 

taught us that it can be done. We can live comfortably 

on God’s pale blue dot without doing things that make 

others miserable, but it takes effort. It takes a recogni-

tion that we must share burdens, not avoid them.

Paul advised his church in Corinth on this very is-

sue.

For you know the generous act of our Lord Je-
sus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 
sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty 
you might become rich. ... 13I do not mean that 
there should be relief for others and pressure on 
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you, but it is a question of a fair balance be-
tween 14your present abundance and their 
need, ...1

So, we are given into the care of each other, and those 

who understand what happened in Jerusalem sometime 

around 30 c.e. will incorporate that into their lives and 

live out that truth. We live on a pale blue dot of shared 

burdens, and we are charged to address that so that 

there should be a fair balance. I’m not speaking of only 

a balance in distribution of resources but also a balance 

of compassion. For every one who grieves there must 

be one who comforts, for every one who suffers there 

must be one who heals.

Those who hunt for heaven blind themselves pretty 

thoroughly to the needs of others. Imagining that we 

can discern who will and who won’t “go to heaven”, 

whatever that means to you, is a fool’s arrogance. John 

1 II Cor. 8:9-15
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of Patmos, sitting on his island, had a vision. That vi-

sion, incorporated into the Book of Revelation, was so 

mystical that Martin Luther argued that it should not be 

included in the canon on the grounds that people would 

mis-read it. Put up all your conspiracy theories about 

Revelation and hear what John of Patmos tells us about 

his vision.

And I heard the number of those who were 
sealed, one hundred and forty-four thousand, 
sealed out of every tribe of the people of Israel: 
From the tribe of Judah twelve thousand 
sealed,from the tribe of Reuben twelve thou-
sand,from the tribe of Gad twelve thousand, 
from the tribe of Asher twelve thousand,from 
the tribe of Naphtali twelve thousand,from the 
tribe of Manasseh twelve thousand, from the 
tribe of Simeon twelve thousand,from the tribe 
of Levi twelve thousand,from the tribe of Is-
sachar twelve thousand, from the tribe of Zebu-
lun twelve thousand,from the tribe of Joseph 
twelve thousand,from the tribe of Benjamin 
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twelve thousand sealed.

That’s what I always heard, too. There will be one 

hundred forty-four thousand saved, so if I’m to find a 

bunk in heaven, I better be one of those. Seating is lim-

ited. Order now. That’s what focusing on a hunt for 

heaven will do to you. If I can manipulate my life so as 

to win God’s approval, I get in rather than someone 

else. But getting what I want inevitably means someone 

else suffers. Does that sound like any teaching of Jesus 

to you?

John of Patmos heard that one hundred forty-four 

thousand would be sealed. What did John of Patmos 

see?

After this I looked, and there was a great multi-
tude that no one could count, from every na-
tion, from all tribes and peoples and languages, 
standing before the throne and before the 
Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in 
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their hands. 

He saw a “great multitude that no one could count, 

from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and lan-

guages”, not a select few from the tribes of ancient Is-

rael on a hunt for heaven.  

Yes, the world contains evil and evil people. The 

world contains people who would set bombs intended 

to do maximum harm and place them where they could 

kill an 8 year old boy. The world is also packed with 

people who run toward the bomb blast to care for the 

injured. The world is filled with folks working in the 

background to bring ease to others. The world is jam 

packed with people who put the welfare of others be-

fore their own welfare, a great multitude that no one 

could count from every nation, from all tribes and peo-

ples and languages. We forget, sometimes, to be aware 

of them and to celebrate their presence among us. We 
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just get too wrapped up in our hunt for heaven. 

We’re all mature people. We’re aware of our own 

mortality. It’s understandable that we should be drawn 

to thoughts of heaven, but must they dominate our un-

derstanding of the Gospel? Must the Good News of the 

coming of God the Son to walk among us be lost in a 

hunt for heaven? Should we not, rather, celebrate what 

has been shown us?

To be a confessing Christian is to turn your back on 

thoughts of personal gain, including the hunt for 

heaven, and to turn your face to the way, the truth and 

the life, the servant life shown us by Christ. Making of 

our faith only a hunt for heaven neuters the Gospel. The 

Kingdom cannot arise from such a mutilated thing.

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2013 J. Stewart Schneider
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