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Sermons 
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“Voice Recognition”  

John 10:22-30, Psalm 23 

Will Sparks             April 25, 2010 

 

 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and the actions of our lives be 

acceptable in your sight O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

  There is a family that lives across the street from us with three kids aged 12,10 and 7 (I 

think). Great people. We really enjoy them. I was charmed the moment I met them by the 

youngest who immediately welcomed us into the neighborhood by calling out in a lovely little 3 

year old voice, “Hi Will!” every time she saw me. They call the house often on the phone 

wanting to play with the kids. And every time they call, I agonize, because I can’t tell their 

voices apart. You’d think after 4 years, I’d be able to recognize the voices, but no.  

 Voice recognition. I have a secret game I play when I call my folks house. My mom 

answers and I say, “Hi Mom,” and then wait to see if, from that brief greeting she can tell which 

of her 4 boys is calling. She’s about 90% accurate. Not bad I’d say. I think she is relying on more 

than voice recognition though. I think she has another way of knowing, a mother’s way of 

knowing, a knowing that comes with decades of paying attention, listening not just to the voice 

but what is behind the voice, beneath the words. This is the knowing done not only with the ears 

but the heart and mind, and soul. 

 By contrast, Jesus is in conversation with the leaders of the Jewish community and they 

are touching in with Jesus, wanting to know him, but in a very different way. They are 

wondering why he so steadfastly refuses to claim power like a “real Messiah” should. If you are 

the Messiah, just tell us and we will throw our entire authoritarian political weight behind you. 

And he refuses. He refuses to answer their question because they have seen him relate with 

people, they have seen him heal, they have heard him speaking and teaching, and if they cannot 

recognize who he is, they haven’t really been paying attention or they haven’t chosen to be 

vulnerable to his message, and no claim he could make, no amount of new information will help 

them do that. The real question is, do they accept his message of radical love and forgiveness, 

and will they take up their cross and follow in the way of radical love, letting go of all they cling 

to? That is the real question. The label, Messiah, only obscures the real question. Knowing Jesus 

and I would say knowing God is a process of opening vulnerably to a relationship with God, not 

getting Jesus and God all figured out. 

 I was listening as Jean read the 23
rd

 Psalm this morning and I heard some of you speak it 

along with her. Many of us know that psalm by heart. We have heard it often, and often when we 

are most in need of hearing and knowing the voice of the shepherd to reassure us that things will 

be ok.  

 And now I want us to take a moment to sing it as well. This much beloved version of the 

much beloved ancient song does something… 

 When have you sung that before? In church? At a funeral? Whose funeral? We come 

back and back to these words in life because we need to hear these particular words: when we are 

making our way through the valley of the shadow of death, when we are sitting across the table 

from our enemies, when the tumult of life makes us long for stillness, when our souls need to be 

restored within us, when we don’t know which path to take. 

This is voice recognition. Although this is a psalm of gratitude to God for being with us 

through it all and leading us, we come back to it over and over in these critical times in our lives 
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because we hear in it the voice of the one who says, “I AM there… in the midst of your need, I 

AM there, a mysterious stillness in the midst of the storm, I AM there, restoring your soul, 

anointing you with healing and love, I AM there when you face your greatest foe, I AM there as 

you make your way through the valley of the shadow of death…” That’s voice recognition. We 

say the words, we sing the words, we hear the words, yes, and somehow the heart and soul hears 

them and takes them in. Somehow we know more deeply that they are true.  

 These are the words of one who has opened vulnerably to God. These are the words of 

one who has a relationship with God, one of trust. These are the words of one who knows that 

there are no guarantees in life. We make our way through life not really knowing much of what 

is in store for us- what is down the road. We make our way through life, frankly, without a lot of 

information. Oh we’re clever. We can figure all kinds of things out. The great enlightenment 

dream is that we can penetrate the mysteries of the universe, we can bring an end to all manner 

of suffering, we can figure everything out with our clever minds, and we have done pretty well. 

But with all our cleverness and ingenuity, we have not reduced our basic human vulnerability. 

We have not answered some of the basic human questions about life, death, the meaning of it all, 

and we have not pinned the mystery of God down any better than Jesus’ adversaries pinned him 

down with their questions. And that is because our deep spiritual needs, our needs to be sure of 

God are not met that way. They are met with a relationship, with vulnerability. We need to know 

God by heart in the way that many of us know the 23
rd

 psalm by heart- not just memorized but 

taken into the heart. 

 What I am describing is a relationship with this mysterious, powerful, ever-present God 

in the midst of life whose voice speaks not to our ears so much as to our hearts. This is not a life 

free of pain and anguish; this is not an easy life, but it is a vulnerable life lived not in control but 

in trust. It is the true path of the Christian faith, a path without all the answers but a path made 

through prayer, worship, seeking and learning a just and compassionate way, getting lost and 

giving ourselves over again, and again and again. At the most basic level, this way we have 

chosen is the practice of trust in God that leads us to a peaceful confidence in a God whose voice 

we may well not hear with our ears and recognize, but one we know by heart. 

 Listen from here (the heart). Listen from here. Practice and learn to listen from here, and 

over time you will develop a recognition of the one who speaks to us here.  

 Amen. 


