THE GOOD SHEPHERD – by Dom James Hood
On big feast days, when the Abbot is the principal celebrant, I’m sure you will all have noticed that he processes in and out carrying a crozier; he also holds the crozier whilst the gospel is being read. The crozier or the pastoral staff looks like a shepherd’s crook. As a shepherd looks after his sheep, walking up and down hills, the staff is there to support him; it’s also there to encourage and gently nudge the sheep he is looking after. The staff can also be used to prevent the sheep wandering away or falling down a hill. The pastoral staff, the crozier, is a symbol of a bishop’s and abbot’s authority; bishops and abbots are the leaders of the flock entrusted to their care. Bishops and abbots when presented with their pastoral staff, crozier, at their ordination or blessing are asked to look after their flock.
Today’s gospel sets out for us what might be described as the job description for the good shepherd: not to desert his sheep when the going gets difficult; to know and love the flock entrusted to one’s care; to be prepared to give everything for the flock, even one’s life; not to ignore others who are not of the flock but rather to help, encourage and get on with them. In short, the shepherd must be like Christ, and radiate and share with others the deep love that the Father has for the Son and the Son has for the Father, even to the point of giving his life for the flock.

Well, it’s quite a tall order for anybody to put all of that into action; it is what bishops and priests are called to do. Today’s gospel spells out is a total commitment, a complete giving of the shepherd for his sheep; this can and will only be achieved by having a total trust and love in Jesus.  But trust and love are what all disciples are called to give; discipleship is about being a follower of Jesus, always having Jesus as one’s guide.

Today on this fourth Sunday of Easter the church prays for vocations to the priesthood and the religious life. As we do this and reflect on the words of the gospel on the good shepherd, we need to ask ourselves how we live out the gospel. We also need to remember that each one of us here has a vocation in the church whether or not a priest or religious. In God’s eyes each one of us is a special person and has a place in God’s kingdom: we all have Christ living within us and our lives should be a daily response to that love that dwells within us. As we pray for vocations to the priesthood and religious life and reflect on what the gospel expects of the shepherds, let us remember that much of what is expected of them is also expected of us. How can men and women offer themselves to God’s call if the men and women that are part of the church do not search for God and do not allow themselves to be touched by God’s presence?
Today’s gospel tells us that the good shepherd is not to desert his flock entrusted to his care when the going gets difficult. Many of us here have specific responsibilities for others whether in our families, work or school; we do not live as isolated individuals. We all interact with others all the time and should be there to guide and support others especially during difficult times. St John speaks to us in his gospel of the perfect love between the Father and the Son: it is a love of being with others which in turn means listening to them; by doing this we are offering our love and friendship. 

St John also speaks of the shepherd laying down his life for the sheep. We learn that that perfect love is about going the extra mile, not being so wrapped in oneself but putting the interests of others first; giving what one has to others. So the disciple of Jesus is someone who thinks big because he, she   knows how to love others. There is the story of Pope John XXIII when asked by a journalist what he did in the afternoons. He replied that as he couldn’t go out and meet the ordinary people on the street he would look out of his window in the Vatican with a pair of binoculars and see people wandering around the streets. He then stopped and prayed for each one of those persons.
We have then a picture of Jesus’ love for us: one of complete self giving. At the same time the gospel reminds us that love dwells in the hearts in each one of us: his presence is within us and in our neighbour, and each one of us, whoever we might be, has a responsibility to bring that presence and love of Jesus to others. 
In conclusion, the document on the Church of the Second Vatican Council says of the laity: “The laity, especially by the witness of their life, resplendent in faith, hope and charity they manifest Christ to others. And so, worshipping everywhere by their holy actions, they consecrate the world itself to God.” (LG 31 & 34) 
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