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Today gives us at least three potential emphases on our calendar, which 
can make any sermon confusing. Of course, in the secular calendar, 
today is Mother's Day. In the church's calendar, the Fourth Sunday of 
Easter is always Good Shepherd Sunday. And for us at St. Andrew, today 
also is Senior Recognition Sunday.

But fortunately, all three emphases can be grouped under one theme. As 
a matter of fact, all four of today’s readings also fall under this theme: 
both the three emphases and the four readings focus on relationships and
relatedness.

To celebrate Mother's Day sharpens our focus on the first human 
relationship in everyone's life. Most of us begin our lives inside the body 
of a mother: we are nurtured by an umbilical cord connecting our life to 
hers. Once we are born, even though our connection through the 
umbilical cord is severed, we remain physically connected as we nurse, 
are held, and comforted by her. Later, as we grow and develop, the 
emotional connection to our mother normally remains strong, even after 
her days on earth are over.

To celebrate Good Shepherd Sunday is to recognize that we thrive within 
the nurturing relationship we have in God. The 23rd Psalm begins by 
affirming, “The Lord is my shepherd.” We are God's sheep who are fed, 
protected, guided, and cared for – all of our lives and beyond. We dwell 
in God’s presence forever. We also recognize that relationship is 
emphasized among the persons of the Holy Trinity. In today's Gospel, 
Jesus says, “I and the Father are one.”

And on Senior Recognition Sunday, we pause to celebrate our graduates-
to-be before these four young people step into college and the world. 
Ellie, Kyle, Thom, and Tim were all confirmed at St. Andrew, and one of 
them was baptized here as an infant. We have watched and nurtured 
their growth in Christ. We have accompanied them in Sunday School and 
youth events, traveling with them to Lutherock, Affirm, and the National 
Lutheran Youth Gathering. We rejoiced with them when they were 
confirmed. Now today, we celebrate their reaching the milestone of high



school graduation. In Mother’s Day, Good Shepherd Sunday, and Senior 
Recognition Sunday – this theme of relationship is primary.

Going along with that theme is a corollary one of identity. Today teaches
us that we really have no identity apart from our relationships. Perhaps 
the pediatrician, psychiatrist, and psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott 
summed it up best when he taught that there is no such thing as a baby: 
that a baby doesn't even exist without a mother. The mother-baby dyad 
or twosome is really a “one-some,” a unity, and is foundational to our 
sense of self.

Over fifty years ago, Simon and Garfunkel introduced the popular song, “I
Am a Rock.” The song was absurd in its description of an individual who 
admitted no connections with others. “I have my books, and my poetry to
protect me. I am shielded in my armor. Hiding in my room, safe within 
my womb, I touch no one and no one touches me. I am a rock, I am an 
island.” The song ends with these melancholic words, “And a rock feels 
no pain, and an island never cries.” Protection from pain and hurt is the 
reason this individual pulls back from living in the rough and tumble of 
life.

Being in relationship with people is often painful. While we may isolate 
to protect ourselves from that pain, our lives become poorer for it. It is 
in being vulnerable and open with others that we grow and develop into 
becoming who we truly are. As the English poet and priest John Donne 
wrote, “No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the 
continent, a part of the main.”

But before we can be open to being vulnerable, we need to feel safe and 
secure in life generally. This is one of the gifts those who shelter us 
provide, whether they are our actual mothers or people who take on such
roles for us like caring teachers, coaches, scout leaders, and pastors.

Discussing Psalm 23, a seminary professor wondered out loud why this 
psalm is so popular. His colleague mentioned how a grant enabled them 
to survey about 1500 people on the question of “What passage in the 
Bible speaks to you in times of suffering?” Sixteen per cent of the 
respondents mentioned Psalm 23 by name or quoted part of it, and 
another ten per cent said “Psalms,” probably thinking of the 23rd Psalm in



particular. One thing these researchers learned is that the Bible often 
comes alive for people in times of crisis. Many parts of it assure us of 
God’s presence in the midst of suffering: “Though I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil; for you are with me.” 
Finally, for those who have been blessed to be mentored in faith, 
whether by our parents or by other caring people, we trust God to keep 
us safe through the twists and turns of life.

This theme of relationship appears in all of today’s readings. The reading
from Acts discusses a disciple named Tabitha. This in itself is fascinating:
this is the only time in the New Testament where the feminine form of 
the word “disciple” is used. Tabitha was an important person in her 
community. She had been active in a ministry of making clothing.

In our day, we can buy clothing pretty cheaply, although you certainly 
can spend a lot of money on clothes if you have the means and the 
inclination. The grief of all the widows was displayed in Joppa while they
wept because of Tabitha’s death. The widows showed Peter clothing that
Tabitha had made. As women here at St. Andrew knit prayer shawls for 
others, presumably some of Tabitha’s acts of charity were to make 
clothing for others – perhaps especially for widows who had nowhere else
to turn for help. Tabitha’s relationship with the people of Joppa stands 
out in this text. Following her death, two men were sent to Peter, who 
was in a nearby town, to come to Joppa. Peter came, and raised Tabitha 
back to life. How often have we been lifted and encouraged by the 
intervention of a caring and nurturing person? When Peter raised Tabitha,
he was raising someone who had raised others through her ministry of 
making clothing.

Tears also show up in today’s 2nd Reading. In this text from Revelation, 
Jesus is identified as the Lamb who shelters the people of God as their 
shepherd. This is an inclusive vision of a “great multitude that no one 
could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 
languages.” They will be guided by their shepherd Christ, “to springs of 
the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 
What a picture of comfort and consolation this is for people who have 
come through tribulation and have been claimed in relationship forever 
by “the blood of the Lamb.”



Some of you probably became familiar with Ralph Stanley’s music 
through the film, “O Brother, Where Art Thou?” Stanley, who was from 
southwestern Virginia, sang and played bluegrass music on a banjo. As a 
child, he heard his father sing a song he later made famous, “Man of 
Constant Sorrow.” Stanley was a Primitive Baptist Universalist. The 
Primitive Baptist Universalists are a small denomination in central 
Appalachia. They are also known as “No-Hellers.” They get that name 
because they teach that there is enough hell on earth without having to 
worry about it after we die. Perhaps we can hear in today’s 2nd Reading 
where these folks get their doctrine of there being no hell except on 
earth.

Today’s Gospel confronts us with a related issue: why do some people 
not believe in Jesus while others do? Jesus says it’s pretty simple: you 
either belong to his sheep or you don’t. Or to put it another way, having 
faith or believing in Jesus is in God’s hands, not ours. You can’t make 
yourself have faith in Jesus. As Luther teaches in the Small Catechism, 
faith in Jesus is God’s gift to us through the Holy Spirit. If we have a 
relationship in which we hear Jesus’ voice, we can thank God for giving 
that to us.

Today we celebrate all the ways in which we are reminded of our 
connections, of our relationships with God and one another. We give 
thanks for our mothers, thanks for our graduating seniors, and thanks 
that Jesus is our Good Shepherd through all the joys and sorrows of life. 
And we recommit ourselves to being in relationship as mentors and 
shepherds to one another. In the name of Christ, amen.       

  

     


