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April 22, 2018 
Fourth Sunday of Easter 
Grace Lutheran Church 
Preacher: Pastor Michael Tassler 
 
Grace to you and peace, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
In my sermon last week, I commented on a snippet of a verse from the gospel of Luke, in which 
the disciples of Jesus have this utterly strange reaction to encountering him alive before them, 
resurrected.  Luke narrates the encounter with these words: “while in their joy they were 
disbelieving and still wondering.” I find it remarkable that the risen Jesus is standing before 
them, face to face, talking to them, showing them his hands and feet, and that they could be 
enveloped by a holy joy that holds even disbelief together with wonder.   
 
Like those first disciples, we too can hold our doubting and our wondering together in the joy 
of the risen Jesus.  This holding together of seeming opposites is faith, according to Luke. 
Doubting, along with amazement and wonder, is a real ingredient of biblical faith.   
 
In wonder and joy, the disciples were witnessing the utterly unbelievable.  How could they not 
question it?  How could they not behold it in wonder?  How could they not be filled with joy?  
All of this, together, is faith.   
 
And, last week, I said that the opposite of faith is not doubt.  The opposite of faith is certainty.  
Faith can hold doubt and embrace it and be leavened by it.  But certainty cannot.  Certainty 
banishes doubt, and in doing so, it banishes faith.  I’ll say that again: certainty banishes trust.  
And along with it, it also banishes joy and wonder.  
 
One obvious symptom of such certainty is that it almost always rears its ugly head in the form 
of an anxious reaction to what is doubtful or painful or uncomfortable.  Certainty always goes 
for the pat answer that allows us to bypass the pain.  Certainty grasps for ready-made answers 
as a crutch and false security.  And ready-made answers, the ones that people cling to when 
they are dead-afraid, not only don’t hold up to reality, they’re downright hurtful.   
 
Kenneth Haugk, the founder of Stephen Ministries, wrote a little book after his wife died 
following her long illness called Don’t Sing Songs to a Heavy Heart.  The purpose of the book is to 
help people learn to avoid the pat answers we too often spit out to hurting people, words that 
unintentionally add to their burdens.  
 
Haugk labels one category of unhelpful responses “Pink Thinking.” Pink Thinking is optimism 
run amok. Pink thinking denies the reality of an individual’s suffering and glosses over the 
hurting person’s pain. Here are some words that increase others’ pain:   
 

• You’ll get over this in no time. 
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• I had the same thing happen – it wasn’t that bad. 
• Just trust in God. It will get better.  
• You’re young. You’ll marry again.  
• You’ll make new friends. 
• You’ll be fine. 
• There are other people worse off than you. 
• God must have wanted another angel in heaven. 

The truth is we say these hurtful things because we’re scared to death to enter into the pain and 
despair and doubt others are experiencing in their suffering and grief.  Other folks’ agony 
makes us uncomfortable, and we say these things, not as a way to truly help people, but to help 
us get over our own anxiety.  When we gloss over or deny or cheer up, it’s really a way that we 
handle our own discomfort at the expense of others, rather than simply meet people at the place 
of their pain.   
 
But how can we meet people at the place of their pain?  How can we do that without resorting 
to pat answers and pink thinking?  We can start by seeing that God meets us at the place of our 
pain.  We can speak and act knowing that God never resorts to pat answers and pink thinking, 
and that God is not a pat answer.   
 
In our gospel lesson this morning, Jesus asserts that he is the good shepherd.  The hope for a 
good shepherd was an ancient and deep hope of the people of God in Israel.  Echoing Psalm 23, 
the prophet Ezekiel, writing of God’s disdain for unfaithful kings in Israel, shares God saying: 
“I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God. I 
will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will 
strengthen the weak.”  
 
Jesus claims this ministry of God. He is the good shepherd because when the wolf comes, he 
will not run away.  The hired hand, who has no skin in the game, flees when the wolf comes.  
But, the shepherd, the good shepherd, is bound to his own to the point of dying for them.  They 
belong to him.    
 
Further along, Jesus says to those who object to him, “you do not believe because you do not 
belong.” Normally, we think that we belong to Jesus because we believe in him.  But Jesus tells 
us this is backward.  We do not belong to him because we believe.  We believe because we belong.  
Belonging to Jesus – which happens not because we choose him but because he chooses us – that 
enables us to believe and trust and follow.   
 
Our lesson from 1 John says, “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we 
ought to lay down our lives for one another.”  Rather than relying on certainty itself, rather than 
avoiding pain and suffering and despair and doubt, rather than offering pink thinking and pat 
answers, we are helped out of that by joining Jesus in a shepherding ministry: we can lay down 
our lives for one another.   
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Like Jesus, we do not run away from the wolf, especially the wolf of our own fear and anxiety 
as we care for others.  Unlike the hired hands, we do have skin in the game.  We do not jump 
ship in the crisis others are experiencing.  Instead, we meet others in the place of their pain and 
hold faith with them.  Not to cheer them up, or rush them to so-called “closure,” or to prod 
them to “get over it.”  But to walk along with them, in the valley of the shadow of death, 
accompanied all along by the good shepherd.  Have no fear, little flock.  For the Father has 
chosen to give you the kingdom. Have no fear.  Amen. 


