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THE GATEKEEPER 

John 10: 1-10 

 

Proclaiming the good news, telling the gospel story, takes many forms:  and in John, 

chapters 9 and 10, it is presented as a three-act play. The dramatic action of Act 1 

(that’s Chapter 9: 1-12)  features the miraculous healing by Jesus of one who was 

born blind. The introduction by the disciples of ”sin” (v. 2)  as the source of the 

blindness is an immediate reminder that sightedness is a metaphor.  Blindness or 

sight in the Gospel of John is not a biological ability or limitation, but rather a 

spiritual orientation and openness to the revelation of God in Jesus.  In John, sight 

indicates an embrace of Jesus' vision for the world and individjuals in it..  

 

 Act 2, complete with separate scenes with and without Jesus, represents a religious 

controversy prompted by the miracle.  

 

The play concludes in Act 3, with Jesus acting as a narrator while giving the Good 

Shepherd discourse (John 10: 1-21). Our reading was just the first portion of that 

discourse. 

 

The pattern in this particular Gospel is to present a miracle story, followed by a 

dialog or controversy, and to conclude the three part narrative with an interpretive 

discourse.  As often happens in the narrative of our own lives, the chapter notations 

are just marking points, but the story is a whole.  

 

Central to any pastoral exchange is an understanding of the mileux of those to whom 

we give care;  said another way, a text does not have substance without a context.  

Stories shape us as much as we shape them;  we are informed by a story through our 

interpretation and incarnation of its “truth,” †hat is, how we live them. How we make 

sense of one event of our lives shapes the focus of the next.This morning's lesson 

brings us halfway to Pentecost and is the theological  interpretation of a man healed 

by the tender spittle of Jesus,  and the Pharisees, who remain blind to the graceful 

vision of the emerging realm of God. 

 

The third Act of this Johannine play is not a soliloquy as in Shakespeare, such as 

Hamlet’s “To be, or not be.”;  Jesus speaks to “them”  in v.6, that is to the Pharisees.  

The audience present at the time and the reader (us) are meant to be listening in.  

This portion of the Good Shepherd discourse is the continuation of the efforts to 

grant sight to those who want to see and is an attempt to provide illumination to 

those who are still in the dark.  
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To the religious scholars and leaders, Jesus presents a “figure of speech” as we have it 

the NRSV,  a riddle. For many, Jesus is the riddle, and by the end of this lesson, we 

might all wonder if we are the blind ones. Do we understand the vision Jesus has for 

the world? It might be a confusing congruence for the Pharisees to challenge one who 

has been blind and not able to ”see” what Jesus is saying.  

 

Jesus’ healing ministry has been a tangible proof of his message; his actions have 

spoken louder than words, but now his words seem a bit muddled, as we get to the 

reading for today.  

 

Is Jesus trying to say that he is a shepherd or a gate? What do the conglomerate of 

metaphors mean? Are we, too, blind to his message? Imagine the poor Pharisees who 

are “law” people, good lawyers, literal rather than lterary interpreters, puzzling over 

Jesus’ claim to a “good shepherd.”  

 

They would likely argue, “He says that he is a good shepherd, but where are his 

sheep?  We see no sheep!”  Or, that he is a gatekeeper.  Same question, same answer. 

 

Jesus’ riddles are consistent  with the wisdom methods of the blind seers of ancient 

Greek playwrights and Shakepeare’s wise fools.  Oedipus and King Lear are 

cautionary tales that remind us that we dismiss the foolish or blind wisdom herald at 

our own expense.  Did Jesus study with a Zen master the art of the koan?  What is the 

sound of one hand clapping?  The challenge of a koan is not to get the answer “right,”  

but to live into its delicacy.  As with a good napolean torte, or mille feuille,or even an 

Oreo cookie, the richness is between the layers.  

 

The befuddlement is meant to draw us away from distractors and into the subtley 

that is so obvious that it could be dismissed as too simple.  

 

The interpretive key (and there always is one) to unlocking Jesus’ Johannine puzzle 

is in verse 10: “I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” To be 

distracted by the definitions of the roles in a pastoral play - i.e.  who is the gatekeeper  

or who is the shepherd, is to miss the image of abundant life in the emerging realm of 

God.  The abundant life is the vision Jesus has for all.  

 

To begin approaching the metaphors of the Good Shepherd discourse with 

understanding, it might be helpful to remember a notion from the Jesuit 

paleontologist Teilhard de Chardin which I recently encountered and found very 

meaningful at my stage of life with reference to the end of physical life.  

 

He submits that we are primarlily spiritual beings having a human experience, not 

human beings having a spiritual experience. The subtle, but significant flip of the 
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interpretive lens is consistent with the maverick, mystery-embracing author of this 

Gospel, the same author who has Jesus tell Nicodemus, a religious scholar, that he 

must be ”born again” to see  the realm of God.  

 

Throughout the Gospel, Jesus claims to provide the citical elements of abundant life:  

water in Chapter 4, bread of life in Chapter 6, light of the world in Chapter 9, and 

here, in chapter 10, shelter in the form of a sheepfold.  Nicodemus, who wondered 

how to re-enter his mother’s womb, might now be considering the measurements of 

the sheep pen or calculagting the costs of caring for the flock. If he does so, his head 

will blind him from seeing with understanding the bucolic imagery of Psalm 23: the 

Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. There are good green grass and still waters,  

but it is the presence of the shepherd that makes the field safe and nourishing. 

 

Part of the mystery of faith and the riddle of the discourse is the presence of danger.  

We are acutely aware of this today with the presence of COVID-19. Even within the 

sheepfold, with plenty of good green grass, there are significant dangers and the flock 

will also pass through “the valley of the shadow of death.” Moreover, with the 

disciples of Act 1 (the story of the man  born blind, of you recall), we may ask, “Who 

sinned?”  

 

It is sometimes easier to find reason to blame than find comfort in a presence.  The 

sheep (hear, “we”) know to whom they belong; they respond to the call of their name.  

They (again, hear “we”) are comforted by the voice and presence of the shepherd,  

even when there is danger and confusion and uncertainty going into the future. 

 

As the blossoms of Easter lilies fade, we are  invited to continue to embrace the riddle 

of faith. Remember, by dying, the shepherd provided abundant life.  Sometimes it 

hard to to see and understand; but the single hand still claps. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


