
TEXT:  John 10:11-18                                  April 25, 2021 

THE “OTHER” SHEEP 

I don’t know about you, but I don’t usually think of myself as a sheep.  I guess It’s a bit unfair, 
but I think of sheep as being rather dumb, and very prone to just go along with the crowd 
rather than thinking for themselves.  If you’re going to compare me to an animal, let’s go with 
a mighty lion, or maybe a wise elephant, or a singing whale.  But a sheep?  No thanks! 

But that is exactly what Jesus does in our passage from John.  He compares us to sheep.  And 
we get reminded of that  every year on this fourth Sunday of Eastertide when he assigned 
gospel reading comes from this tenth chapter of John.  And in what amounts to a greatly 
extended metaphor, Jesus calls himself the Good Shepherd who faithfully tends to us, his 
flock, his sheep.  That’s why this Sunday is known as Good Shepherd Sunday. 

One of the more striking things about the passage is the statement Jesus  makes in verse 
sixteen:  “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must bring them also, and they 
will listen to my voice. So, there will be one flock, one shepherd.”  (10:16)  Or as Eugene 
Peterson translates it:  “You need to know I have other sheep in addition to those in this pen.  
I need to gather and bring them, too.  They’ll also recognize my voice.  Then it will be one 
flock, one Shepherd.”  (The Message, 1940) 

In the context of the gospel itself Jesus is addressing those who feel they are among the 
select few, the favored ones of God.  But hold on, says Jesus.  You’re not the only ones God 
cares about, there are others.  Folks who may be outside your tight little circle, but I don’t 
draw the kinds of boundaries that you do.  And neither does God. 

This, though, is very hard for we humans to accept.  It has been for millennia.  Social 
psychoanalyst Vamik Volkan notes that this tendency to think of our own little group as being 
superior to any other has developed over time.  “At the outset of human history,” he writes, 
“each human group developed a distinct sense of identity, wearing skins and feathers to 
protect it from other groups who wore different kinds of skins and feathers . . . [and] each 
group became convinced that it was the sole possessor of true human identity.  Thus . . . 
adopting an attitude of superiority over other groups.”  (Killing in the Name of Identity, 14)   

So it is that we tend to exclude those who don’t fit within the narrow confines of our 
imagined superiority.  Whether we are talking about American exceptionalism and the belief 
that America is privileged above all other nations, or white supremacy with its notion that 
white people are better than people of color, or religious supersessionism, the doctrine that 
claims Christianity (or any other religion) supersedes all others, such understandings prove to 
be a real problem, one that is almost intractable.  As New Testament scholar William Barclay 



once wrote, “One of the hardest things in the world to unlearn is exclusiveness.”  (DSB John 
II:73) 

But unlearn it we must if we are to be true to the Way of Jesus.  I have other sheep, he says, 
not of this fold.  Others who are not a part of your inner circle.  Others who may not believe 
exactly the way you do.  Others who may not look exactly like you.  Others who may not 
come from your neighborhood, your ethnic or racial group, your church.  Others who may not 
live in your country, others who may not be in your class or share your culture or your 
religious understandings.  Other sheep. 

In her powerful little book Holy Envy, Barbara Brown Taylor talks about how she has come 
over time to find God in the faith of others, and how that has not demeaned her Christian 
walk, but rather has enriched it.  As Jesus speaks of other sheep, she writes, “He does not 
elaborate, but I like imagining the God of many sheep, many folds, many favorites . . . .”  
(120)  One can follow one’s own path and still believe other paths are equally good, equally 
valid.  “Jesus,” she suggests, “is the Way that embraces all ways.”  (Ibid) 

Over the years I have had the distinct privilege of working with faith leaders and others of 
many backgrounds, many beliefs.  More often than not these encounters have caused me to 
think more deeply about my own beliefs.  More often than not they have strengthened my 
commitment to the Way of Jesus, even as my understanding of that way has evolved, has 
expanded, has grown.  

Over the years here, I have been blessed with a close working relationship with the leaders of 
our sister congregation Temple Bat Yam.  I have led worship, taught classes, and joined in 
musical presentations with the rabbis and cantors who have been here over my tenure.  Each 
of those experiences, along with the more informal encounters, have been significant and 
have greatly enhanced my own faith.  Perhaps, though, the most transformative experience 
we have shared with Bat Yam was the trip forty members of our two congregations took 
together to Israel.  We saw lots and lots of sheep on that trip.  Wooly, four-legged sheep of 
many varieties.  But there, midst the oft times conflicted relationships between people of 
different flocks, we were privileged to meet Muslims, Christians, and Jews, who were seeking 
to work together.  Two in particular remain firmly planted in my memory. 

Near the end of our time in Israel we were taken to Jaffa, a city just south of Tel Aviv on the 
edge of the Mediterranean.  Just up from one of the main roads, we parked, and then walked 
up a side street--not much more than an alley.  We were ushered into a house with a small 
fenced in garden, and then down a hallway into a great room.  The floor was carpeted with 
beautiful rugs.  Two or three cats wandered in and out of the space.  The forty of us crammed 
in, sitting in a large circle which went clear round the room.  Some of us were on the floor, 



some on cushions, a few on chairs.  And there, having been offered tea, we all sat spellbound 
as our host, Ora Balha, told us a story as intriguing as any that were told by Scheherazade.  
And like those told by Scheherazade, Ora’s story was lifesaving.  But unlike the fictional tales 
in One Thousand and One Arabian Nights, Ora Balha’s story was true. 

Ora is a young mother of three.  As she shared her story with us, she began by recounting 
how she and her husband, Ihab, first met in the Sinai Desert.  It was a romantic tale, filled 
with sand and stars and dark desert nights.  Their coming together as husband and wife  
seemed to be destined, but there was a challenge, a divide they needed to be willing to cross, 
for Ora is a Jew, and Ihab a Muslim.  Such a relationship is extremely rare in Israel, and their 
respective families, especially their fathers, found it almost impossible to accept. Almost. 

The young couple was dedicated to working towards peace and reconciliation between 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews, in that land deemed holy by all three faiths.  It quickly became 
obvious, however, that the fear, distrust, and prejudice all around them had been handed 
down from one generation to the next, and that if there was any hope for change, they would 
need to start their efforts among the very young.  And so, an idea was born, to create an 
interfaith, multicultural preschool program for children from one to six years old. 

Despite his initial resistance to their marriage, Ihab’s father offered them a place in his 
spacious home for the proposed program.  And so was born their school called The Orchard of 
Abraham’s Children.  Each class was to be taught by both a Hebrew speaking Jew and an 
Arabic speaking Muslim or Christian teacher.  The children were to be instructed using the 
Waldorf method, and taught the rudiments of all three of the Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam.  Not in order to convert, but rather to develop in their young charges 
an understanding and appreciation of “the other.”  The program has grown to six schools in 
Jaffa, as well as one in Galilee.  They’ve been at it for well over a decade, and some of their 
students are now leaders in the peace and reconciliation movement in Israel.  Committed, if 
you will, to helping little ones understand that there are indeed other sheep in other flocks.  
Other sheep who share more in common than the things that separate them.  Which in a land 
like Israel, is indeed, lifesaving. 

There are other sheep, said Jesus.  It’s not just about you and your kind.  There are other 
sheep who are also loved, also cared for, says Jesus.  And one day, you will realize that 
despite the divisions and barriers you have erected, you will all be one.  Indeed, you already 
are.  You just don’t see it.  But there is hope, for if little children in Israel can come to 
recognize their commonalities, so can you. So can I.  So can all of us.     
                                                                                                    Amen 

John H. Danner 


