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Follow the Leader
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Once a year, 21 days following Easter, we meet a way of talking about God that is very familiar to the faith folk who frequent the pews.  It’s “Good Shepherd” Sunday!
Some of the urbanites may groan or grumble when this pastoral imagery of a caring shepherd is trotted out; but there are lots of farming folk who know well the care of their cattle with the same solicitude as our gospel describes shepherding.  And there’s no scarcity of doting pet lovers who heap attention on “woofie” or “wooozie” with equal dedication.

But our scriptures are referring to a reality more reverent…the way Jesus the Shepherd rules with a royal imagery…”He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out…and the sheep follow because they know his voice.”  What does that mean in our day?  If the Lord rules me, I look to him for everything and count on his giving what I most need – which may differ slightly or a great deal from what I think I need.  One can lose a sensitivity to God’s voice calling our name if we are too entangled in other anxieties, distractions and superficial stuff.

When one reflects seriously on our status before God and Jesus, we’ll see its resemblance to a relationship with a friend or protector to whom we are naturally and gladly drawn.  This is no coerced connection, but a deeper personal bond that recognizes just how much this shepherd cares for us.

In our first Acts account today, Peter’s testimony acknowledges Jesus as Lord and Messiah.  1 Peter (2nd reading) points us to Christ, a leader, who is both redeemer and guardian, and our gospel is full of facts sharing the shepherd’s care for the sheep.

All three aforementioned messages support the 23rd psalm of the day, perhaps the best known of all, “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.”  The particular focus is on leadership.  Whose leadership do we follow?  Following may require us to sometimes follow in pain and suffering, embarrassment and doubt.  He is our model as we face our own distractions in a life of integrity.

We have in recent years been embarrassed by too frequent reports about “untrustworthy shepherds”, clergy who have not lived up to their calling, with resulting mudslides of explanation, recriminations and justified pain and anger, around neglect and abuse.  Of course we apologize to and sympathize with those affected.

Such sad events may be a wake up call to reflect on John’s vision of a community characterized by a co-operative and constant caring that brings people to Christ and responsible truth that frees the faithful; the kind of faith and faithfulness, Jesus had in mind – that we follow with confidence, along the path to pastoral goodness and peace.

Jesus proclaims in this week’s promise:  “I am the gate for the sheep.”  Gates swing both ways, keeping some safely inside and allowing others passage out.  He is clear there are others who come and go, marauders who usurp the authority of the shepherd.  But there is only one way to pass through, one gate to fullness of life.  All other claims are illegitimate.  We long for that voice we can follow with confidence, not concerned about any corruption.  We have that leader in Jesus – Good Shepherd, and we follow our leader.
Acts 2:14,36-41; Ps.23; 1 Peter 2:20-25; John 10:1-10 
