It is my second Sunday here at St. John’s Lutheran Church… the only church on Main Street… which, by the way, seems to be rather busy these days.

It was interesting to me to watch some interesting and almost frantic-looking construction activity in the downtown area since I began serving here in Oshkosh.  

Workmen were scurrying about, crossing the street, working on all kinds of different shops and stores on Main Street.
I noticed during my first days in Oshkosh, right where I turn onto Main Street when coming to the church, that the downtown area has a green block, with sort of a park-like look to it, and at one end this new… “thing” was being built.

I wondered what it would be, perhaps a stage area, sort of a bandstand for concerts-in-the-park.
But… it wasn’t really shaping up to look like a useable bandstand… and it built in a one-sided way… that is, it is being neatly finished on one side and left unfinished on the other.

Then, the next day… I’m thinking, “What’s with all the old-fashioned billboards applied to this… bandstand thing?”
And, it is obviously exciting to some in the area… I mean, I am seeing all kinds of people standing on the corner taking pictures of this… billboard thing.

And, wow, the stores downtown are doing some interesting renovation work on their storefronts.

I knew by the big road signs that my one known-route to church through downtown was going to have to change because Main Street would soon closed for ten days.
I figured that it was about some kind of street or utilities work.

Then, the most confusing thing, I heard on the local radio the reason for the street closing… workmen would be laying down onto the street a rubber surface that simulates cobblestone.

Well, it could be attractive, kind of a yesteryear-retro look that I’ve seen in some cities.

But, we live in Wisconsin… a rubber surfaced Main Street in winter doesn’t sound like a good idea to me.

I could see in my head what a street plow in the first storm might do to such a surface… pieces and sheets of rubber simulated-cobblestone mingled in the curling spray of snow.
But, Oshkosh is new to me… and people’s ways are what they are.
And, maybe there’s something going on that I don’t know about.

Of course, you can tell that is the case.

I live in Stevens Point and obviously am oblivious to some current events here on Main Street in Oshkosh.
Then, somebody on Thursday voiced the information to me that explained what all the fuss was about.

I heard that all of this industriousness was in preparation for a movie shoot that was to be set in the 1930’s… all of what I was seeing suddenly made some sense.

And, upon learning of the movie subject – gangster bank robberies – I noticed the renovation work on the doorway of what looks to be an old downtown bank… that could be the main subject.
And all it took was listening to the right voice to see with new eyes.
All of what I’ve said so far in this sermon has been a digression from my first words… do you remember those words?

I started with, “It is my second Sunday here at St. John’s Lutheran Church… the only church on Main Street.”
And, some may already be wondering in this second week what kind of pastor and leader I might be for the congregation during this time between what I often refer to as “settled” pastorates.

One question could be, does that mean this interim time will be “unsettling”?

It’s a legitimate question that I’ve heard before.

I suppose that most anytime in life and living has the capacity to be unsettling.

If there is life and movement and action there will always be changes in progress.

And, when moving from one era of congregational life to another unknown era it does feel unsettling… and sometimes an interim time features that… a sense of being unsettled.

I have thought about one of today’s readings a lot this past week… the 23rd Psalm… a wonderfully image-rich Hebrew poem well known to many.
I included Psalm 23 this past week in the readings offered during the memorial service for Clarence Schlaak, a congregational member who died last Sunday.

The other readings for the memorial service were also image-rich and helped us during the memorial service to be reminded of the nature of God’s love and grace in death… and more particularly God’s gifts toward life.

Psalm 23 is poetic language and as such can speak to us about truth that is described by metaphoric words.

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want…”
Kind of makes me think I’m a sheep… (like a church-camp song, “I just want to be a sheep, bah… ba bah bah… well, maybe later, after the spaghetti dinner.)

Actually, rather than telling us that we literally are sheep, the poetic Psalm 23 describes something of God’s relationship with God’s people, you and me being part of those people.
More poetic words:

“Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

I find that this Psalm conjures up lots of memories for me.

Though I didn’t intend to remember this, as I write these words, I recall again the struggles of my aunt Julie who lived just up the street from me when I was a kid… a beautiful young mother who was dying from a terribly crippling disease… who was in great pain and despair… and couldn’t cope well with her suffering.

She was once found in her home, just barely alive after taking too many of her medication pills… an attempt to end things… and after the emergency efforts brought her back to life (at least for a few months before the disease ran its terrible course) we also found her opened Bible… opened to the tear-stained pages containing the words of Psalm 23.

I think she found some comfort in the words of this poetic writing… and perhaps the kind of hope that empowered to continue living with her very young family.

She died 40 years ago, ironically around the time of the hit song, “Honey” by Bobby Goldsboro.
In that expressive line in Psalm 23 about the “valley of the shadow of death”, depicting tremendous struggle, we also find the metaphoric words… 

“…for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

Another memory of mine consistently pops up with Psalm 23…

In the summer after my first year in college, I went to an event at Valparaiso University and heard from one of the speakers, Dr. Seilhammer of Hamma School of theology.

He described these Psalm 23 metaphors, the shepherds’ tools… the rod and staff.

The staff was described as a formidable club, quite capable of taking out an enemy to the sheep, be it animal or person.

And then he reread to us the words, in dramatic fashion, “your rod and staff… yeah, THEY comfort me…”

We quickly jump now to the gospel reading, descriptive language provided by the writer of John as he points to and describes the nature of the gospel’s central person, Jesus.

In today’s reading in John, we hear the character Jesus describing himself in many metaphoric, poetic ways… there’s a sheepfold and a sheepgate… and sheep who hear the shepherd’s voice and follow…

But, the people of the story do understand what is going on.

They see the “things” Jesus talks about but lack understanding of what they mean… as was the case with me last week seeing the doings on Main Street and having no idea about their meaning.

Then, Jesus calls himself the “gate for the sheep”… still not particularly clear, is it?
But, he is saying something about his relationship with people… God’s people… you and me…

He provides profound safety and comfort… something very real and important, especially in our times of need and struggle.

This language says something of who Jesus is for us… while we are living out our everyday lives… while we are in the in-between times… while we are experiencing times of needed refreshment for the soul.

And, as described in the conclusion of the gospel reading, Jesus provides such that we may have LIFE and have life abundantly.

We experience Jesus as a sheep might experience a good shepherd.

Last week, I mentioned a painting – the Road to Emmaus – that is well known to many people of our faith.

Another kind of well-known painting image is Jesus caring for sheep as would a shepherd.

We point to these images to help proclaim and support our faith.

But more what we point to is Jesus, the focus of our gospel proclamation… the one, as the writer of John says, who is the very Word of God, spoken clearly to us in Jesus.
We point to Jesus with images, and metaphor, and comparisons, and imagination… listening within them for the Word of God, the voice of Jesus, like sheep might be listening for the familiar sound of their shepherd’s voice.

While the images and metaphors are not the end in themselves, we listen to them… and we listen for God’s voice… and let that voice creates more complete understanding in us as to the ways of God and the ways in which God moves within our lives.

Join me in singing hymn #456 that is well based upon Psalm 23.

As we sing, listen to the metaphors and for God’s voice, spoken in the images and poetry of the hymn, as it proclaims Jesus and brings us to life itself.
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