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 My Dad and brothers and I every couple of years get together to take a 
canoeing trip up in Northern Minnesota. The way this works is that you pack your 
tents, sleeping bags, food, clothes, gear, everything into big packs. You put the packs 
in the canoes, paddle across a lake, and when you get to the end, you haul all your 
stuff, including the canoes across a trail to the next lake. Sometimes these little trails 
between lakes are short and you can see the next lake over through the trees. Other 
times, the trails are longer and wend through the woods. On one of these trips, we 
landed at a shore where the trail took off and wound its way up a long wooded hill. 
My youngest brother went ahead to scout the way. The trail had a number of 
switchbacks. Eventually I made it to a fork. I chose one of the forks and after a short 
little further walk, the trail dumped out at the next lake. My brother was not there. It 
turns out he had taken the other fork which continued up and up and up the hillside. 
I ran back to find him and eventually did. He just figured it was a long trail. He had 
totally missed the fork—he hadn’t even seen it. In the end he had to double back to 
get on the right track.  
 I tell this story because I feel like what happens as we read it is akin to 
thinking you’re on the right track the whole time only to discover you have been led 
down the totally wrong trail in terms of understanding. We are set up to think that 
Jesus is the shepherd from the get go. Jesus says: “The one who enters by the gate is 
the shepherd of the sheep. The Gatekeeper lets him in and the sheep hear his voice.” 
Gee, wonder who the shepherd is…? “He calls his own sheep by name and leads 
them out. They know his voice. They won’t follow a stranger, but they will follow 
him.” We are building toward the big reveal that Jesus is in fact, the shepherd. 
Except that we aren’t. Jesus’ path switches back on itself. After all this build up, he 
says: Very truly I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep.  
 What just happened? Did we miss the turn off on the trail that would lead us 
to the lake instead of further and further up the hill? There were basically no clues 
that Jesus was going to suddenly reveal that he is the gate. The only thing that could 
sort of be interpreted as a clue in the loosest sense is that Jesus mentions the gate. 
But that’s it.  
 But if you read just one verse further than what we had. If you read verse 11, 
Jesus says “I am the good shepherd.” So he IS the shepherd after all. In fact, most 
Bibles will put a heading at the beginning of chapter 10 that highlights this 
metaphor of Jesus as shepherd. One bible I have has the heading “Jesus is the Good 
Shepherd.” That seems to be what this discussion is driving at from the get go. So no 
wonder Jesus as the gate gets short shrift and usually overlooked. Pair it with the 
heavyweight image of Jesus as the good shepherd and it doesn’t stand much of a 
chance. Plus, the metaphor of Jesus as a shepherd is much easier to apprehend. We 
are the sometimes lost sheep; guides us, leads us, protects us, seeks us out. What 
does it mean for Jesus to be a gate? So it is fitting to end our reading for today with 
verse ten, before Jesus launches into the idea of himself as the shepherd. Let’s give 
this image of Jesus as the gate its due.  
 The interpretation gets tricky. On the simplest level, many of the 
interpretations of this passage write off Jesus as the gate dismissively. Jesus is the 



sole passage-way to salvation. Jesus says, after all, “whoever enters by me will be 
saved.” So this gate image is about Jesus being the way to salvation, in the sense of 
an eternal afterlife. There. Simple as that. Now…let’s get onto the good shepherd 
stuff. 
 There are a whole slew of problems with this interpretation, though, to my 
eye. One is that if this is understood to be Jesus referring to himself as the one way 
into heaven, then what does that mean for the robbers who climb the fence to get in 
another way? Is it possible to break into heaven or to somehow sneak around Jesus 
to get into the green sheep pasture? The idea that there might be less honest, tricky 
ways of getting into heaven other than by sheer grace does not seem to gel, yet Jesus 
refers to just such interlopers and the event of their getting in somehow.  
 Furthermore, if this salvation is taken to mean afterlife in heaven, then how 
do we make sense of Jesus saying: “Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will 
come in and go out and find pasture.” How would one come into the kingdom of 
God afterlife and then go back out again? What would it mean to come into salvation 
and then go back out again? There are ways of understanding the Bible in which 
one’s eternal salvation is always a matter of question, a precarious status that one 
can lose like one’s pro status as a golfer. One too many bad games your ranking can 
dip just underneath the threshold for salvation. But why would Jesus offer this 
image as if reassuring. Once you come in, then you can come and go freely.  
 Just what is Jesus getting at here? It would dishonest of me to pretend that I 
have this all completely figured out in a watertight vessel of complete and perfect 
understanding. Some of what Jesus says in the Gospel of John is almost beyond 
comprehension, and this image of jesus as the gate is among the more enigmatic 
things that Jesus says period. But if this gate is not a gate into after-life salvation, 
then what?  
 My best suggestion is that we look backward in the Gospel of John to find 
some hint of what Jesus means by saying those who come in through him will be 
saved, they will come in and go out and find pasture. This dialogue that begins 
chapter 10 comes as a continuation of the story of Jesus healing a man born blind, 
which is the whole of chapter 9. We heard that passage during Lent, but a quick 
refresher: Jesus heals a man born blind, everyone around cannot believe it, least of 
all the Pharisees and religious leaders who interrogate the man’s parents and the 
man himself twice. After this second time, they decide he is a blasphemer, for lack of 
a clearer charge they can level against him, and boot him from the temple. Jesus 
finds him and consoles him and assures him that he is blessed and has received his 
sight.  
 There is no narrative break between the end of chapter 9 and the beginning 
chapter 10, which we heard today. So it is in light of Jesus’ healing of a blind man 
and then finding him after his rejection in order to assure him of his belonging and 
receipt of grace that we can look at Jesus’ words about being the gate to being saved. 
 Being saved, for this man born blind looks like healing. It looks like having 
the courage to standing up to the authorities to speak truth. Being saved looks like 
being welcomed into a community that is centered on Jesus himself and not as 
concerned with restrictions and an unmovable sense of orthodoxy. It is a 
community where there is freedom to come in and receive shelter and rest in Christ 



and where also we are freed to go back out of the fenced, secure area and know that 
even out wherever we go, we will find pasture. Jesus is the doorway that welcomes 
us into safety and community, where we can unburden ourselves and be granted 
peace of mind. And Jesus is the doorway that lets us out into the world, where 
sometimes the Pharisees or powers that be might try to tell us some other version of 
truth, where things might be less certain, where our hearts can get broken, but 
where we can always find the offer of Jesus for lush pasture since he is the doorway 
we have gone out through.  
 I know of a young woman named Magdalena who grew up a very observant 
Catholic. Magdalena’s mother loved the church and the faith and brought her 
daughter every Sunday for Sunday school and mass and eventually confirmation. In 
late high school, Magdalena came out to her family as lesbian. Her family was loving 
and accepting of her, especially her mother, whom she had worried would have a 
bad reaction given the Church’s teaching and her mother’s devotion to all things 
church.  
 Word got around and Magdalena got a letter from the priest of her parish 
basically excommunicating her. It said that she was not allowed to take communion 
because of her “life choices.” Her mom was infuriated. Magdalena didn’t want to go 
to mass come the next Sunday, but her mom insisted, saying: “you belong there. God 
loves you.” So Magdalena went and sat with her mom. 
 When it came time for communion, her mom said, “Come on, let’s go.” But 
Magdalena resisted, fearing what would happen when she got to the front. Her mom 
urged her saying: “Jesus doesn’t turn anyone away who comes to eat.” Her mom put 
her ahead of her in line and said, “I have your back.”  
 At the front, the priest looked at her and stood still, his face impassive. He 
refused to hand her the wafer, which in their congregation was all that was received 
by the congregation. After a moment, he gestured to the side, to signify “step out of 
the way.” Magdalena felt totally crushed, but stepped aside. But then an amazing 
thing happened. Her mom was given the small cardboard-like wafer. She broke it in 
half and gave half of it to her daughter. Then the next person in line did the same, 
and then next. Until at last Magdalena was standing their with her hands cupped and 
full of broken communion wafers that people had shared with her.  
 Jesus was the gateway, giving her entrance. Not a priest. Nor anyone else in 
power could determine her welcome into the fold. Jesus opened the gate for her, 
recognizing her as one of the flock. And the others all acknowledged that she 
belonged too. From there, she was not afraid to go back to church. Hurt though she 
had been, she had seen something even more amazing. She was able to come in. And 
she was able to go out having found what she needed, knowing that in her going out, 
she was blessed and in her coming in she was received. And in all places, she was 
able to find the lushness of God’s abundance, in places of refuge and security, as well 
as in places unknown and new and even inhospitable. Her coming and going was 
kept by Christ.  
 So people of God, let us celebrate the Jesus himself is the gate, no one else. No 
potentate, nor power, nor ad campaign. But Jesus, the living gate guards our coming 
and our going, the doorway to peace, blessing us as we enter in or as we go out. We 
are freed to truly live, through Jesus. Amen.  



 
 
 


