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You may recall that the Fourth Sunday in Easter is traditionally known as “Good Shepherd 
Sunday,” a tradition that I’ve found appropriate to uphold here among you for obvious reasons.  
The Revised Common Lectionary splits the first 30 verses of the tenth chapter of John’s Gospel 
among the three-year cycle and as we are in Year C, this year’s Gospel reading is the final nine 
verses of the 30.  The last section of the chapter, in which the religious leaders attempt to stone 
and arrest Jesus, is omitted from the cycle, although this is the incident to which the disciples 
refer when they warn Jesus not to go to Bethany prior to his razing of Lazarus, as we heard two 
weeks ago in connection with the story of Thomas. 
 
It’s worth noting that John gives us a specific time and place for this part of his reflection on 
Jesus as the Good Shepherd.  The opening of this passage tells us, “At that time the festival of 
the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple, in 
the portico of Solomon.”  John quite obviously means for us to draw some conclusions from this 
information but what?  We can likely deduce some of it from a good literary analysis of the 
statements but some of what John means to convey will be lost unless we can put on the ears of 
his original audience: first century Christians with at least a working knowledge of Jewish 
festivals and the Temple.  And once we’ve teased out those meanings, the inevitable questions 
come – what does this have to do with us and how do we respond? 
 
Let’s start with the easy image: “It was winter.”  This is, in many ways, equivalent to the famous 
imagery in chapter three when John tells us that a leader of the Jews named Nicodemus “came to 
Jesus by night.”  I think most of you will have heard the explanation that, no matter what the 
time of day may have actually been, John sets that action at night to reflect Nicodemus’ 
confusion and questing.  He interviews Jesus like a man groping in vain for the truth.  The truth 
is presented to him (“you must be born again” or “from above”) but he doesn’t understand it at 
first (“how can these things be?”).  Likewise, it is winter in the hearts of Jesus’ interlocutors in 
this chapter.  Since the flow of the story from chapter nine is continuous, we should probably 
assume that they are the same religious leaders who were infuriated by his healing of a blind man 
on the Sabbath.  Rather than rejoicing in the poor fellow’s newfound sight, they choose to focus 
on whether or not Sabbath law has been violated in the healing.  They badger the formerly blind 
man’s parents and expel the man from the Temple.  They sneer at Jesus with the question 
“Surely we are not blind, are we?”  It is they to whom he says “If you were blind, you would not 
have sin. But now that you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains.”  And it is they to whom Jesus 
applies the metaphor of thieves who climb over the wall of the sheepfold.  They are a frozen 
hearted group indeed. 
 
If you think I’m making too much of this rather innocuous sounding statement (“It was winter”) 
it’s because otherwise the statement is completely redundant.  John has already told his readers it 
was winter by telling them which Jewish festival was being observed – the festival of the 
Dedication, or, as we know it, Hanukkah.  Besides Passover, Hanukkah is probably the festival 
best known to us modern Gentiles which is odd, being that it’s probably the latest and was one of 
the least important festivals on the calendar until modern times when cultural appropriation 
linked it to the likewise appropriated Christmas.  Do you know the story?  It’s alluded to in the 
First and Second Books of Maccabees in what most Protestants call the Apocrypha but which far 
more of our Christian sisters and brothers use as regular Scripture. 
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The story comes from the time of the Maccabees, when Israel revolted from its rule by the Syrian 
Empire which had begun with one of the heirs of Alexander the Great.  One ancient Aramaic 
source picks up the story from after the Maccabean forces had driven the Syrians from 
Jerusalem: “...After this, the sons of Israel went up to the Temple and rebuilt its gates and 
purified the Temple from the dead bodies and from the defilement. And they sought after pure 
olive oil to light the lamps, but could not find any, except one bowl that was sealed with the 
signet ring of the High Priest from the days of Samuel the prophet and they knew that it was 
pure. There was in it [enough oil] to light [the lamps] for one day, but the God of heaven whose 
name dwells there put therein his blessing and they were able to light from it eight days.” 
 
The miracle of the lamps or the dedication was not a big flashy miracle.  It was not the military 
victory over the Syrians.  It was not the lifting of the siege of Jerusalem by the Assyrians.  It was 
not the parting of the Red Sea.  It was a small, simple, quiet thing, the flickering of lamps in the 
darkness.  It should have taught those religious leaders something about the way the God of 
Israel works but it didn’t. 
 
You see, they were still looking for a deliverer to come from God with military might and 
political power as well as righteousness, someone who could succeed where the Hasmonean 
Dynasty descended from Judas Maccabee had failed.  I think that’s why John points out that they 
confronted Jesus with their questions in the Portico of Solomon.  It was the only part of 
Solomon’s Temple complex that had been left standing by the Babylonians and incorporated into 
the Second Temple – a long, roofed colonnade where one could take shelter from the elements.  
It was also known as the Porch of Judgement, for, it was said, the kings of Israel had delivered 
their judgments from there.  In some ways, to ask Jesus to reveal himself as Messiah in this space 
was an act of honor – the religious leaders were giving him the appropriate space for the 
announcement some of them may have hoped he had for them.  But Jesus, of course, didn’t roll 
like that. 
 
Jesus didn’t take power, even when it was offered to him.  When he road back into Jerusalem, 
just weeks later, it wasn’t on a war horse but on a humble donkey.  Like those flickering lamps at 
Hanukkah, Jesus’ miracles were little, domestic things.  He healed people and restored them to 
relationship with their families and friends.  He made sure there was wine for a country wedding.  
Even when he fed a multitude, he did it out in the country, away from the power centers in the 
cities.  He washed his friends’ feet.  He was willing to die for them. 
 
In all of these things, the works he did in the Father’s name, Jesus proclaimed the truth of who he 
was and what he’d come to show.  He was the Good Shepherd, the Suffering Servant.  He had 
come so that all people might have an example of the Creator’s love and so that, knowing that 
love, they might live with love themselves and with the confidence of the Beloved.  He called it 
abundant life and the life of the ages, eternal life.  His little miracles, those humble, flickering 
acts of light, proved who he was to those who had eyes to see, ears to hear.  His sheep heard his 
voice. 
 
I’m sure I’ve told the story here before of the modern Biblical scholar who went to the Holy 
Land and saw how shepherds in the villages today still care for their flocks in much the same 
way that they have since Jesus’ day, even since the days when David was a shepherd.  After a 



Little Miracles 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 4/17/2016 3 
 

day’s grazing in the pastureland surrounding the village, the sheep from various flocks are 
herded back into a common pen for the night, where they can easily be kept safe from marauding 
predators and thieves.  In the morning, all the shepherds go to the pen and, once the door has 
been opened, begin calling the sheep.  The sheep, somewhat miraculously to the eyes of modern 
city dwellers, recognize their shepherd’s voice and re-sort themselves into the constituent flocks 
from which they came, following their shepherd and only their shepherd to their allotted grazing 
place.  This little miracle happens day after day. 
 
Jesus assures those confronting him that his sheep know his voice and follow him.  They are safe 
with him and always will be so.  Jesus is confident in this because he is so in tune with the Father 
of All that he knows the deep love the Creator has for all the creation.  When Jesus sees a little 
sparrow pecking for seeds on the hard-packed earth, he sees a creature known and valued by its 
Maker.  When he looks into the milky eyes of a man born blind or the terrified eyes of a woman 
waiting to be stoned to death or the angry eyes of a Pharisee railing against love that he sees as a 
sin because it was offered on the wrong day, he still sees a creature known and valued by its 
Creator.  Jesus knows that the will of God for each one is fulfillment and joy and love.  He 
knows we are safe. 
 
And so what of the lesson to us?  I think it is threefold, at least.  First, we must remember to look 
for the miracles of God’s love around us in the small things, in the little things, in the flickering 
lights of lamps running low on oil and the smile of a friend at a really good party and the wide 
eyes of the one who’s gotten good news from that CAT scan and the satisfied look of someone 
who’s been hungry but has now been fed.  We need to watch for the little miracles so that we can 
be reminded of God’s overflowing, always sufficient love. 
 
Second, we need to remember not to look for our ultimate answers in the political process, where 
the kings and would-be leaders make pronouncements from the place of power.  We must 
remember that there are better ways, more Godly ways, more loving ways to solve problems than 
with the application of force, no matter how righteously that force seems to be applied.  All of 
the kings of Judah and Israel fell.  God did not allow David to build the Temple.  Saul and 
Solomon were disappointments.  The House of David and the House of Maccabee both came to 
inglorious ends.  Would-be messiahs have come and gone.  All those who wield power are prone 
to corruption.  But God’s loving grace never fails.  When we look for those little miracles of 
healing and restoration, we will find the answers we seek. 
 
Finally, like all the other sheep of Jesus’ pasture, we are called to follow him.  We must seek out 
the path that he took, the path of kindness and of challenge, the path of love and of 
righteousness, the path of rejoicing and of self-sacrifice.  Like Jesus, we are called to align our 
hearts with that of God who is love.  That means loving God by loving our neighbor, even the 
one we don’t get along with very well, even the one who intends to be our enemy.  We must not 
only watch for little miracles, we must perform them.  We are the ones who must feed the 
hungry, we are the ones who must comfort the grieving, we are the ones who must visit the 
prisoners and work to set them free.  My sisters and my brothers, we are the sheep of the Good 
Shepherd.  We must listen for his voice and follow him. 


