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John 10:22-30 and Revelation 7:9-12

Do We Hear His Voice?

“How long will you keep us in suspense?  If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.”
His questioners exude impatience and irritation with Jesus for failing to speak in ways they understand.  “Come on, come at us straight.  Tell us who you think you are.  Don’t keep us waiting with question marks lurking in our heads.”
Jesus responds with a simple answer that does not satisfy their request and probably deepens their irritation.  “I have told you (who I am), and you do not believe.”   What had he told them already?  I will provide three samples, each taken from NT Wright’s new translation of the New Testament from the original Greek and found in John, chapters eight and nine.

I am the light of the World.  People who follow me won’t go around in the dark; they’ll have the light of life!

“You come from below,” Jesus said to them, “but I come from above.  You are from this world; I am not from this world.”

“I never act on my own initiative; I say exactly what the Father taught me.  And the one who sent me is with me.  He hasn’t left me alone, because I always do what pleases him.”   

So Jesus had said all this and more but they don’t like what he has said and have dismissed it.  Not only has Jesus said these things but the demonstration of his connection to God shown in sign after sign does not faze them.  They will not believe.  Why?  What is getting in their way?  Why don’t they believe?  Jesus offers an explanation.  He says, “You do not believe because you do not belong to my sheep.”  
Does this mean the world is divided between sheep and goats and we are destined to be one or the other?  Maybe John Calvin was right and predestination finds support in this text.  Or is Jesus’ comment more subtle than that.  Jesus knows that we hear according to who we are following.  The direction we are moving in the depths of our hearts plays a huge role in determining who we hear.  If we are moving toward Jesus we will hear one thing but if we are moving away from him, we will hear another.  Jesus has told them who he is and where he comes from but because they are moving away from him they don’t believe.  
Or to put it another way, connection precedes belief.  Who we choose to connect too will determine what we believe.  I know this sounds counter intuitive but we must choose who we will follow before we can believe anything.  We decide who we will allow to form us before we know what values we will embrace.  We humans are master imitators and who we imitate will determine what we believe. We think it’s the other way round but that’s because we grant ourselves far more independence than we actually exhibit.

I will illustrate this.  I grew up in a musical family though all the music was in the feminine majority.  My mother and four sisters didn’t like country-western music and they didn’t like classical music either that my mother termed “long hair” music.  From my point of view that left “Mary Poppins” and “The Sound of Music” in the middle and I thought music like that was too “happy-wappy” and out of touch.  I was a grim “realist” in those days.  So at a particular point in my adolescence I decided to like classical music.  This was before Facebook.  I wanted to acquire a taste for it and so started to listen to it.  I decided its classical status meant people through time found it meaningful and I would too if I opened myself to it.  My choosing it allowed it to speak to me.  I wonder if the same is true with Jesus.  Do we choose to listen to him before we come to believe in him?  I think so.
Jesus continues, “My sheep hear my voice.”  Sheep orient themselves to sound.  A lamb will know the bleat of its own mother and amidst all the bleating of the other ewes.  People that have chosen Jesus hear Jesus’ voice.  Last Tuesday while at coffee with some friends (with Ann and Jan; Jeff and Roy having left,) I was recommending yet another book to them.  One of my friends (Jan) gave me this look of consternation and said that when she got home from work and tried to read within ten minutes she was asleep.  I suppose you could say my heart was moved with compassion and I said “some of us don’t have to read all these books; some of us just know in our hearts who we are following.  These people just hear Jesus’ voice and recognize it as Jesus. I am not one of those and so I must read the books.”  
“The sheep hear my voice and I know them.”  How does Jesus know them?  Does he know them because he is Jesus with clairvoyant powers?  No, I think it is much simpler.  He feels their connection.  He can tell when people are tracking with him.  He experiences an empathic union with them when they are moving toward him with ears open to his voice.
This week Aaron, our son, and I went shopping for a new car for Aaron.  On Monday morning we got the old car to the mechanic after it had spent the weekend disabled on a side street in Portland.  In the afternoon we checked out various dealers of new and used cars and experienced the gamut of sales pitches from a nonchalant “I don’t care if you buy it from me or not” to another salesperson who followed Aaron to his car and almost refused to let him drive away unless he drove a leased vehicle.   

On Tuesday afternoon we tried again only this time we went to a recommended used car dealer.  We walked around in the lot and no one came to hassle us.  We picked out the cars that looked like possibilities and then went into the office.  The office was fairly barren, tasteful and quite peaceful.  It had two desks and a kindly looking man, a little younger than me, behind one while behind the other sat a tall and attractive young woman.  The young woman greeted us with a smile and invited us to sit down.  I noticed a formality in her manner and a thick accent.  She introduced herself with some unpronounceable Russian first name and I noticed the older man gave her an encouraging and trustful glance.  

She took us out onto the lot and told us the prices on the various cars and about the policies of her Hertz used car dealership.  There was an openness and innocence about her that I immediately found trustworthy.  While Aaron test drove one of the cars I asked where in Russia she came from.  “Moscow,” she said, “came here three years ago.”  I replied, “What courage to come to such a different culture!” She replied, “It’s what marrying someone will do.”  I liked her and so did Aaron.   

We returned to the office and this time related to the older man.  He seemed very serene and wise and I liked the “vibs” he gave off.  Aaron decided to buy a car and we were working out the details.  The man said he needed to leave by 5:30 as he was meeting a group of nuns that evening for dinner.  With a twinkle I replied, “Are you getting spiritual direction?”  He laughed and said his wife had told him he must meet them at 6:00 P. M.  
He asked me what I did for a living and I said I was a pastor.  He had a picture of the new pope on his desk and I said I really liked what the new pope was doing and saying.  He said he did too though he didn’t expect some huge change to happen quickly.  But it was a start.  We continued to talk and I knew I had met a brother.  He a Catholic, me a Protestant but both on the same page!  Jesus said, “The sheep hear my voice and I know them.”  In this case we sheep knew each other’s voice.
Jesus goes on, “They follow me.  I give them the life of the coming age.”  The life of the coming age!  What is “The life of the coming age?” For N. T. Wright, it is the age to come bringing God’s justice, peace, and healing to the world as it groans and toils within the “present age.”  This present age is what we have been seeing in Boston and on television this week.  Jesus, in his life, death and resurrection, has inaugurated, ushered in, the “age to come.”  We get to live in advance of its full coming.  
N.T. Wright’s interpretation of the text is based on new research and archeology exploring Jesus’ Jewish world and time.  It tells us that Jesus was speaking here to the ancient Jewish hope and belief that God’s great future purpose was not to rescue people out of the world, but to rescue the world itself, people included, from its present state of corruption and decay.  We are talking here about the transformation of Creation and not just the sending of justified souls to heaven (to quote Paul Neuchterlein).  This changes everything.”  This is a reading of the New Testament that our ecologically aware and concerned children will find engaging and relevant.  
And then Jesus goes on.  “What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.”  This is huge!  The Father has given the redemption of Creation into Jesus’ hands.  And we are in this plan and cannot be snatched out of it.  To confirm that Jesus speaks for God the text concludes with, “The Father and I are one.”  

Why does the lectionary place this passage here and after Easter?  In the chronology of John’s Gospel this story takes place before the events of Passion Week.  But the lectionary focuses on it now because we are connected to the Resurrected Jesus who already lives the life of the coming age.  It is his resurrection that ushers us into this New Age and this new age is far deeper than the Age of Aquarius.  The New Age enters the old and subverts it from within.  It is already here and will ultimately win the day.  God has invaded history and is in the process of redeeming the earth.  Not just redeeming us but the whole human species and creation.

In a vision the writer of the book of Revelation sees it in advance and becomes ecstatic.  

After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all 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.”
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