At the turn of the 20th century a group of men were  abuzz with conversation as they waited outside a steamship office to be called in for an interview for a ship’s wireless operators job. In case you are not familiar with the term Wireless Operator-before the time of modern communication such as computers, and cell phones a wireless operator was responsible for sending out communication via Morse code a series of dots and dashes representing letters of the alphabet. These jobs paid very well and were high sought after. As the men waited their turn to be interviewed-they sat talking about the events of the day—soon-- another man came into the waiting area and sat quietly by himself. Suddenly, he snapped to attention, walked into the office of the hiring manager and emerged a few minutes latter with a smile on his face as he was offered the job as a wireless operator. One of the men who had been waiting Said: “How did you get ahead of us, we were here first.”   


The successful applicant informed the group that anyone of you would have gotten the job if you had been listening instead of talking. What do you mean they asked! While you were talking a message came over the loud speaker in Morse code saying that the person I need for this job must always be on alert. The first person that gets this message and comes into my office has the job! He was hired!!


Today we celebrate what is commonly referred to as Good Shepard Sunday. There are several strong visuals with this Gospel—the first is hands. Two clasped hands are the logo for the United Way Organization. A child walking hand with an adult is sometimes featured in commercials for Hallmark cards. A child who falls and receives a bump or a scratch runs to embracing hands for comfort. Anyone who has ever sat with an ill or dying person knows the importance of a touch of a hand—a gentle caress, or the message of ointment or cream. All of these images and countless others are reminders that hands are symbols for connectedness, care and hope. In today’s Gospel: The Good shepherd tells us “No one can take them out of my hands.” 


Another strong image is that of Sheep and the loving caring shepherd. Now I must confess that this is an area of which I knew little. As I have never met anyone who had sheep or made their living as  shepherd.  However, I have done so research and this is what I have found. 

 During the time of Jesus, it was common for shepherds to pool their resources and bring their sheep together for common grazing ground and then huddle them together at night and to take turns standing watch over the combined flocks at night watching out for any intruders. If something were detected, the shepherd would charge toward the commotion armed with a staff, stones and a sling to fight off the predator and keep the sheep safe and secure. At sunrise the shepherds would ready themselves for another day and each one would call out to his sheep in a gentle voice. What amazes me is how the shepherds would separate the sheep in the morning, that is, each calling out at the same time to hundreds of sheep and the sheep separated themselves according to their own Shepherd. The sheep truly did know the sound of their shepherd’s voice. The shepherd knew his sheep, and they knew him!    


The third aspect of this Gospel that I wish to look at is the concept of voice recognition! My sheep hear my voice and I know them and they know me! Have any of you ever received a phone call and someone says: “HI Bill, How are you?” Now I must admit that at times, I struggle to identify whom it is who has called! I don’t want to admit that I am not sure how it is, so I keep on talking hoping to figure out who it is with whom I am speaking.  At other times, we may have a friend of family member with whom we have not spoken for a while or someone who does not call that often and it seems that right from the first word that they utter we know exactly who it is who is speaking with us even if we have not spoke with them in years! The same type of voice recognition may be observed at a playground. Several young mothers are sitting on a bench having a conversation while watching their toddlers play. Suddenly one of the children wanders off a little and the mother calls out: “Jimmy come back here right now” It is amazing that with all the sounds in the area, the child is able to pick right up on the mothers voice. Now the child may not immediately listen to the message or respond as some of you with older children might already know, however, you can tell that even with all the competing sounds they hear their mother’s voice! 

This morning Gospel passage is very short in length but rich in messages or themes.: Our good shepherd, Jesus Christ, speaks his message to us each week in many ways: We hear the living word of the Good Shepherd each Sunday when we gather for the Eucharist. We hear the living word of God within our community as we experience and share the demands of discipleship. We hear the words of the Good Shepherd in the challenging words of others, in the demands of our daily lives in the cry of the poor and those who suffer. Even when the shepherds voice leads us beyond the safety and security, the hand of the Good Shepherd holds us tight and guides us to new life. 

In my earlier story, I spoke of a group of men waiting for a job interview. They were all skilled in sending and receiving Morse Code, but  were really not listening to what was happening around them. They were in many ways oblivious to the obvious. We live in a society that is far different from the society in which Jesus lived and walked and certainly shepherds are not a common occupation in this part of the world. However, our challenge for us today is to hear the voice of Jesus—to recognize it and follow it. With all the completing sounds it can be easy to get sidetracked and not hear his voice clearly! 

Perhaps the larger question we need to ask ourselves—are we truly listening to the voice of our shepherd.

 Do we take time out of our day to listen for the voice of Jesus in our prayer! 

Do we listen for the voice of Jesus coming through others as the voice as of his love and concern.

 Can we fine tune our ears to hear the voice of Jesus  during the course of our ordinary days of our lives. 

Our good Shepherd is calling us—but the question is: “Are we truly listening for that call” or are we just going through the daily activities of live and not really listening. 

