JESUS, THE GOOD SHEPHERD, OUR MODEL OF VOCATION

John 10, 11 – 18

I once met a shepherd who had spent a year looking his sheep in the Austrian Alps.  I met him as he was about to be ordained priest in the diocese of Graz.  This was his story.  He had begun his studies in the ordinary way; he was a devout young man, he’d always been a server – that’s what led him to want to be a priest – but after 2 or 3 years he realised his heart wasn’t in it.  All the ‘knowing stuff’ seemed lifeless and to have no point.  In fact it brought on a bit of a crisis: he couldn’t find the point of anything, anything worth living for.  That’s when he went out on the mountains.

The thing you don’t expect, he told me, is the silence; and there’s very little between you and the elements.  You have to deal with your loneliness, come to terms with yourself and sort things out, or rather, let things sort themselves out.  Up on the mountains you don’t have to do much; the sheep leave you alone.  You just have to be there, keeping an eye on them.  Looking gets things into perspective.  Out there you see everything from a different angle.  No one to tell you what to do; no one to tell you who you are.  Shepherds get to be rather unconventional people: a bit wild, even.  Back in the village, they don’t quite fit in.

This young man was not a typical shepherd.  He left his theology, but took his Bible with him.  With no one else out there, he found God.  He began to pray – in a different way than before: for real, from the heart.  He woke up to the fact he’d never really got to know Jesus, at that level, never really known him as a friend.  He’d never really got to know himself, of course, either.  He’d studied the Bible; he could read it in Latin, Greek and Hebrew.  But he’d never learned to listen to God speaking in it.  Only then did he begin to understand the way God talks.  Till then, he’d been a stranger to his own self, but now his ears were opened to the Spirit of God in the depth of his heart.  Now he could hear God speaking to him in what he read; now he could hear God calling him.  At last he had found his vocation.

This is rather a long story, but I hope you will see the point!  I had been staying in Graz that summer, and my friends, who were his fellow students, told me how this year on the mountains had changed him.  He’d learnt not only to live with sheep, but with himself, and that meant he could live with other people.  He had time and space for them.  Finding himself he was able to give himself to others. 

Today, Vocations Sunday, all around the world there must be no end of stories of sheep and shepherds being told.  But I don’t want to talk about vocations, as such, but about how to live vocationally.  It is not quite the same thing.  As my shepherd friend discovered, it’s more a matter of how to live in such a way as to discover our vocation.   I am the Novice Master at Downside Abbey, and in a way it is my job to be concerned for vocations.  But really I get a bit uneasy about the idea of vocation; for one thing, it can get too specialised – vocations to the priesthood, to be a contemplative nun, or a missionary – as if it was a kind of career – and so often a career for men rather than for women.  And quite often too, a kind of badge we can wear to identify ourselves, and feel we belong and have a place in a bigger scheme of things.  What did that Austrian priest discover – that gave him the will, the ability to be a fine priest?  What he discovered was God calling him.  Not calling him to do anything, but to be someone – not a kind of person (priest of whatever) but to be the person God knew him to be – and to live in his love, and let the power of that love be the way he lived.  

This is I think what Jesus is talking about in today’s Gospel.  He is our model of vocation.  To my mind, three things stand out.  First, Jesus draws a stark distinction between his concern for people, the way he lives for others, and the hireling, who lives only for himself and the money.  So Jesus draws a line between vocational living and seeing one’s life in terms of what I can get out of it (and the people in it).  Real life is always about gift.  And it always finds its centre in others, not in myself.  A sign of this is the way Jesus identifies with us: he calls us ‘his own’, but not as a kind of property but as those to whom he gives himself away, even to the extent of laying his life down for us.  

This leads on to the second point.  Jesus’ sense of commitment to and relationship with others flows out of a sense of being loved and known by his Father.  Jesus says ‘I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father.’  There is a real inner security and confidence in that knowledge of the Father, which means he can give himself to others.  This is not just psychological.  It is something we only ever learn, as Jesus learnt it, by learning to pray from our heart, and letting God’s Holy Spirit pray in and through us.  The truth is that life is a gift; and we do not live by clinging onto, but by giving ourselves away.  This may be in all sorts of ways, the priesthood and religious life of course, but no less is it true of marriage and the nurture of families, and it is true in different senses of all walks of life, when we really discover that they are our way to live Christ’s life to the full, our way of giving thanks to the Father for the life we receive from him. 

There is an extraordinary sense of freedom comes of this.  This is the third point.  Jesus talks about discovering the Father’s love in giving his life away. ‘No one takes it from me.  I lay it down of my own free will.’  It is the freedom of not feeling others are scripting your life, but that you can live it from yourself, because you are learning how to live in, and through, and by the Father’s love, which is his gift of life to each of us.  We are not as good at it, of course, as Jesus: but Gethsemane reminds us did not come easily to him either.  But it is a bit what I imagine it must be like to jump off the cliff and fly.

I have been reflecting on what I called living vocationally, living in response to what Jesus offers us in his resurrection.  But I know there are some here who are or who may be wondering about vocation in the more specific sense of the priesthood and, I certainly hope, the religious life.  For you the Gospel has something to say too.   Jesus also says that this way of living is ‘a command he has received from his Father.’  It is a command, but not a loss of freedom.  Jesus knows he has to live this way because to settle for anything less would be a betrayal of himself.  The vocational ‘must’ is a ‘must’ of love, not of duty; and it needs to grow like all relationships of love by attention, consideration and tact, as well as by generosity, to the one you love.  Do not be afraid; trust in God and his love.  There are times when deep down you may feel this inner necessity quite clearly, other times when things are not so clear.  Always, God is drawing you to himself more closely, to know him, to love him and to serve him.  But don’t get overcommitted to what that might mean too soon.  Wait for the right time to make decisions.  God’s love is not jealous or possessive; so let that love help you live life here more abundantly.  That is what Jesus promises us by his resurrection – life in all its fullness: may it be yours.  Amen
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