JESUS, THE GOOD SHEPHERD – DOM BONIFACE HILL

If you go down to the Roman Catacombs you will find the earliest examples of Christian art.  The most frequently occurring image is that of the Good Shepherd.  In most cases Jesus is depicted as a young man, a sign of his divinity, carrying a sheep upon his shoulders. This is the parable told in St Luke’s Gospel; “What man of you having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing.”

Most of us will have seen sheep grazing in a field, but nowadays you will not find shepherds guarding their flocks in Europe, mainly because wolves, the sheep’s main predator have become extinct.

Already in the Old Testament a shepherd was seen as more than just someone who looked after sheep. David, a shepherd, was chosen to become King of Israel. The prophet Isaiah spoke of God in these words: “He will feed his flock like a shepherd, he will gather the lambs in his arms, he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young”(Isaiah 40,11) The prophet Ezekiel rebuked the false shepherds: “For thus says the Lord God: Behold I, I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out…. I myself will be the Shepherd of my sheep.”(Ezekiel 34,12) One of the questions posed to a bishop at his Ordination is:” Are you resolved as a good shepherd to seek out the sheep who stray and gather them into the fold of the Lord?”  This is the reason why he carries a crosier, which is modeled on the shepherds’ crook. When he receives it he is told:” Take this staff as a sign of your pastoral office: keep watch over the whole flock in which the Holy Spirit has appointed you to shepherd the Church of God.” (Roman Pontifical) As co-workers with the bishops, we priests share that pastoral responsibility, which brings us to the world Day of Prayer for Vocations, which is today.  Everywhere we read and hear of a vocations crisis, but I am convinced that God continues to call young men to the priesthood.  Perhaps there might be one of you here who has had a calling? Just as when he called his first disciples he offers the invitation to follow him, but he doesn’t force anyone-they are free either to accept or reject his call. In St Mark’s Gospel we read; “and he called to him those whom he desired; and they came to him.”(Mark 3,13) Obviously, if you’re looking for wealth, fame or success the priesthood is not for you! However, as priests we have much to offer to the men and women of our time. When Pope John Paul II visited our country in 1982 he performed an ordination at Heaton Park, Manchester.  In his homily he said: “Undoubtedly your acceptance of Christ’s mission is a clear witness for those who are not yet sure what the Lord wants of them. You show them that being ordained for God’s service is a noble vocation that demands faith, courage and self-sacrifice.  I am sure that such qualities are to be found among the young people of Great  Britain.  To them I say:  Be certain that if you listen to his call and follow him in the priesthood or religious life, you will find great joy and happiness.  Be generous, take courage and remember his promise:” “My yoke is easy and my burden light.” (Matthew 11,30) (31st May 1982).
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