
TEXT:  John 10:1-10         May 3, 2020 

ABUNDANT LIFE--DESPITE A PANDEMIC 

From the very beginning, authorities have said that two groups of people are especially at risk 
of contracting Covid19:  the elderly and those with underlying health conditions.  That 
describes Dennis Ruhnke and his wife Sherry.  They are both in their seventies, and she has 
just one lung.  A lung which occasionally malfunctions.  And on top of that, she’s diabetic.  No 
wonder Dennis says he is afraid for her. 

The Ruhnke live in northeast Kansas--not exactly the epicenter of the pandemic, but a place 
where there have been thousands of cases and over one hundred deaths due to the virus.  So 
perhaps it felt like good fortune when Dennis remembered that his family had five N95 masks 
from his days as a farmer--the kind most prized by medical personnel because of the real 
measure of protection it provides them as they go about their work.  Masks that also provide 
needed protection from the dust that gets kicked up in the midst of harvest time on farms 
like the Ruhnkes. 

There are four folks in the Ruhnke family, so that meant that each of them could be well 
protected, especially Sherry.  No one would have second-guessed a family with such high 
risks if they had kept the fifth onefor good measure.  Just in case.  But Dennis didn’t think 
that was right.  He’d heard about the shortage of masks in hospitals, especially in New York.  
Maybe they could use his extra.  But how, he wondered, could he get it to folks in that 
embattled city?  So, he went online and found an address--one for Governor Andrew Cuomo.  
He quickly took out a yellow pad wrote a handwritten letter, packed it up with the mask and 
shipped it off. 

No doubt this humble guy was very surprised when his gift was mentioned in one of 
Governor Cuomo’s press briefings.  He ‘d not been looking for accolades, he just wanted to 
help.  In fact,later he said he hoped his fifteen minutes of fame was over soon.  He was 
probably even more surprised when part of his letter was read aloud by a clearly moved 
Cuomo. 

“Dear Mr. Cuomo,” his letter read, “I seriously doubt that you will ever read this letter as I 
know you are busy beyond belief with the disaster that has befallen our country . . . . I am a 
retired farmer hunkered down in N.E. Kansas with my wife . . . .”  He then briefly describes 
her condition, and his deep concern for her well-being.  “Enclosed,” he continues, “find a 
solitary N-95 mask left over from my farming days.  It has never been used.  If you could 
would you please give this mask to a doctor or nurse in your city.”  He then commends 
Cuomo for his leadership in the midst of the crisis and closes, “Sincerely, Dennis and Sherry.” 



The Governor was floored.  “You have five masks,” he said as he looked up from the letter.   
“What do you do?  Keep them all, hide them?  No,” he went on, “You send one . . . to New 
York for a doctor or nurse. How beautiful is that?  How selfless . . .?”  (Adam Schrader, 
“Kansas Farmer . . . .”, www.newyorkpost.com, 4/25/2020)  

Dennis Ruhnke, having his spent his life farming, probably understands some of the imagery 
Jesus uses in our passage from John better than most of us.  It is, after all, a rural sort of 
analogy that Jesus employs.  All about shepherds and sheep and sheepfolds and gates.   

In the ancient near east, sheep faced a number of threats:thieves who would try to steal 
them away from their shepherds; wolves that would attack them, and getting separated from 
the flock and falling into a ravine or over a steep cliff.  So good shepherds kept careful watch 
over their flocks, and at night, would sometimes bring them into a walled off area known as a 
sheepfold.  They would call their sheep by name as they entered the fold, making sure each 
and every one was safely inside for the night.  Then they would close the gate, and either 
take turns with other shepherds guarding it, or employ a gatekeeper whose sole job was to 
stay awake and watch for threats to the flock. 

And that’s well and good. Very agricultural.  Farmer Ruhnke would understand all that. And 
how like a good shepherd Jesus keeps watch over his flock.  But there is more.For Jesus ends 
his story by saying he comes to bring his followers abundant life and I suspect Dennis Ruhnke 
may have a good idea of what Jesus means when he speaks that way. Why?  I mean Webster 
defines abundant as “occurring or existing in large amounts.”  Dennis Ruhnke may have had 
five masks, which compared to some health care workers was and even is, a large amount I 
suppose.  But he had valid reasons for keeping four.  Very valid reasons.  And that left only 
one--hardly a large amount.  And besides, who would have argued if he had kept or even 
hidden the fifth?  

But he didn’t.  Because he had an abundance of compassion, an abundance of caring for his 
fellow human beings. Especially those who were putting their very lives at risk every single 
day in New York. A small thing?  Relatively speaking, of course.  Just one mask.  But as 
Mother Theresa once said, “We cannot all do great things, but we can all do small things with 
great love.”  Like sending off a mask and a supportive letter. 

And that, I think, is what Jesus means when he says he comes to give abundant life.  It’s not 
about material possessions.  It’s not even about skills or talents.  It’s all about love.Great 
love.  Love ultimately grounded in God. 

Listen, the sheep themselves, knowing in whatever way sheep can know things, understand 
that they have been accounted for and protected by their shepherd, and so they can lie down 
and sleep in safety.  Unbothered by fear and anxiety.  Those who follow me, says Jesus, those 



who answer when I call, they too can safely rest assured knowing they are loved and cared 
for.  Note, this is not about those who don’t follow Jesus.  In fact, later in John, Jesus 
specifically says there are other sheep he cares for as well.  This isn’t so much about some 
sheep being safe while others aren’t.  This isn’t about some people being saved while others 
aren’t.  That’s not the point.  Rather, the point is that when we follow the way of Jesus, when 
we follow the way of love, we will find the security and safety we long for.  We will find life 
abundant. 

I’m currently reading a book called The Unhurried Leader.  (Don’t laugh.  Especially those of 
you who know my tendency to run from one thing to another--always in a rush.  But give me 
a break here, I’m trying to use this time of forced isolation and a slowed down pattern to 
learn a new trick or two.) 

In the book, author Alan Fadling writes about the importance of leading from abundance.  
Not an abundance of skill or talent, but rather an abundance of love.  Love for God, love of 
God, love from God.  “When I seek God’s kingdom first,” he writes, “I find my vision . . . is 
rooted in the abundance of God’s presence; no longer am I adrift in experiences of apparent 
scarcity . . . [that] can make me resentful, fearful, anxious, and controlling.  [Rather living] 
from a place of real abundance enables me to do so from a place of joy, peace and security.”  
(18) 

You see, sisters and brothers, when we place God first in our lives, we have abundant life.  
For we are placing love at the center of our existence, and as St.Paul reminds us, “Love never 
ends.”  (13:8a) Which is just another way of saying there is an abundance of love--an ample 
supply--enough to go around--more than enough.  

Too often we live out of a fear of scarcity, rather than out of the security love has to offer.  
Why do you think you can never find toilet paper at the supermarket?  We are told by the 
experts that folks have stockpiled it, hoarded it, stacked it up, roll on roll, so that some have 
more than enough, way more than enough, while others resort to old Sears catalogues!  But 
if we act out of love--and this is as basic an application as I can find--then we take what we 
need for ourselves, and no more, leaving the rest for others who also have need.  Like Dennis 
Ruhnke did with his masks.  That’s what it means to love.  That’s what it means to have 
abundant life.  It means caring about the other guy, and not just yourself.  It means not 
letting fear rule your life, but rather letting love be in charge. 

Eryn Morris is a nurse and the care coordinator at East Alabama Medical Center.  Late in 
March she tested positive for Covid19.  She was quarantined at home for 17 days, 
experiencing some o0f the symptoms, but eventually recovering.   



Eryn had heard that blood plasma, taken from those who recovered from Covid19, could 
lessen the intensity of the disease in those who suffered the most in hospital beds and 
intensive care units.  That bit of information served as a ray of hope for Eryn.  “I had a lot of 
time to think about [those] patients when I was sick . . . [and realized] . . . somebody else . . . 
could benefit from the antibodies in my plasma.  (www.wsfa.com)  On April 23, Eryn became 
the first plasma donor in her part of the state  

When we place the way of Jesus, the loving way of Jesus, at the center of our lives, we will 
discover we have more than enough love to go around.  When we are sharing our masks, and 
toilet paper and even our life’s blood for our neighbors, we are following the way of the Good 
Shepherd, a way that leads to a sense of security, not fear, a place of safety, not danger.  
When we are living out of love, we are living an abundant life--even in the midst of a 
pandemic. 

Amen 

John H. Danner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


