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• Acts 13:14, 43-52  • Ps 100 (99):1-3, 5  • Rev (Apoc):9, 14b-17  •John 10:27-30

In the few verses immediately preceding today’s gospel, we are given the context of Jesus’ words about his relationship with “my sheep.” It is the Jewish festival of the Dedication of the Temple (Hanukkah), a festival of lights and joy, that commemorates the victory of the Maccabees over King Antiochus Epiphanes and his Syrian-Greek forces in 165 BCE when the Antiochus regime attempted to impose Hellenism and paganism upon the Jewish people. The Jewish Temple, which had been desecrated by Antiochus’ forces, was reconsecrated, and the central symbol of this commemorative feast is the menorah, the branched candlestick which, so the tradition recounts, was miraculously kept burning with only one portion of oil for eight days – the time it took to prepare new supplies of oil. The menorah which burned in the Temple as a sign of God’s presence to his people reminded them of the victory of God’s fidelity, no matter what or who might try, and in what time of darkness, to snatch them away from faith in the divine presence to them.
Jesus’ relationship with his opponents is also becoming more bleak and dark, his presence more controversial. For the first time in John’s gospel, they have just challenged Jesus directly about his claims to be the messiah: “If you are the messiah, tell us plainly” (John 10:24). Jesus’ response does not emphasize the role of the shepherd or the gate of the sheepfold (cf. John 10:1-18), but his relationships with the sheep of his flock, and with his Father. There is mutual recognition between the shepherding Jesus who calls each of his sheep by name and those who respond to him and follow him. Because this reading is proclaimed during Eastertide, we must surely remember that morning in the garden of resurrection when the risen Christ spoke the one most personal word to Mary Magdalene – her name: “Mary!” And as she turned to him, she responded to the voice of the Shepherd, from whom she will never again turn away, and names him as “Rabbouni!” “My Teacher!” (John 20:16). To be known and loved in our personal depths, ‘by name,’ for our individual selves, is something we all long for. It is the foundation of the love of a husband and wife, of friends. And yet our human experience tells us that we can never be totally known by another, no matter how great the love between us. That is the unique, privileged relationship between Jesus and those who love him and so belong to his ‘flock.’ Perhaps we do not like the image of ourselves as sheep, with its suggestions of rather stupid look-alikes with a mob mentality. Yet can this sometimes be a very relevant comparison of the way we act and our need to be hooked back by the Shepherd’s staff from the edge of some calamity; of our need to allow ourselves to be found and carried back home to the safety of the community who will rejoice with us at our return? In this short four verses reading, Jesus twice repeats his promise that his sheep will never perish, that no one will snatch them out of his hand because, he adds, his followers have been given to him by his Father, and “The Father and I are one.” As John professes in the magnificent prologue to his gospel (John 1:1-18), the Father’s call of the Son and Jesus’ response in history, taking flesh and dwelling among us to make God known in the most human and intimate way possible, is the basis of the unity of Father and Son.
As well as our longing to be known and loved, we also long for security: security from the killing fields of political, ethnic and religious wars; security from the violence that confronts us even on our streets and in our school playgrounds. Confronted by these realities, the promise of present and future eternal life may seem fragile and utopian. It does not take away the fear of suffering and death but, shortly before his sudden and untimely death, the foremost 20th century Johannine scholar, Raymond E. Brown SSS, wrote: “The finality of death and the uncertainties it creates cause trembling, also among those who have spent their lives confessing Christ, but when confronted with the reality of the grave, all need to hear and proclaim the bold message that Jesus proclaims: ‘Everyone who believes in me shall never die at all.’ ” The resurrection is the witness to the truth that, in Christ, God triumphs over all that can scatter the flock: sins, cowardice, lies, misunderstanding, suffering and death. 
In our contemporary society, the call of the Shepherd can easily be drowned out, or we can be enticed to follow other voices. ‘Must haves’ shout from our advertising media; the ubiquitous mobile phone calls can distract; road rage roars on our roads; and so many inner voices call to various addictions. We need to take time and make silence if the gospel ‘text messaging’ is to be heard and read. 
In the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles we hear the voice of the Shepherd in that of his disciples as Paul and Barnabas help the fledgling church to be accepted among the Gentiles in both Perga and Pamphilia. There is acceptance and opposition to their message. A great crowd of Jews, Jewish proselytes, and a fringe element of interested Gentiles who are ‘God fearers’ like the Roman Cornelius (cf. Acts 10:2), gather in the synagogue to hear the disciples. Even after Paul’s uncompromising witness to Jesus, many followed Paul and Barnabas out of the synagogue, talked more with them, and urged them to return on the next sabbath to speak to them again, with the result that “nearly the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord” a week later. So we glimpse what might have been: hospitality to the word, an assembly of Jews and Gentiles grafted together as one people. But what halts the spread of the gospel in that town is the same as what undermined the ministry of Jesus. In the Nazareth synagogue when Jesus proclaimed his mission, he was at first received positively. But when he utters his provocative words about the rejection of a prophet among his own people, and compares himself with Elijah and Elisha who extended their prophetic ministry outside Israel, the assembly turns against him (cf. Luke 4:24-30). Paul, too, quotes from the second Suffering Servant song, and some Jews resent their own scriptures being used in a new context that suggests that Paul, a Hebrew of Hebrews, is a servant light to the Psidian Antiochian community. Simeon’s sword of discernment (Luke 2:35) hangs over the city: many, but not all the Gentiles, accept Paul’s message; some, but again not all the Jews, reject it.
What hinders the spread of the gospel in Psidian Antioch is what does the same today. Jealousy, fear of unsettling the comfortably settled, flattering connivance with the people regarded as having social and “devout” religious status and are no doubt flattered by the attention given them…the church today must still discern and resist these temptations.  The result, then as now, is the persecution of the disciples so that they leave the region – not through fear, but in prophetic protest against the lack of hospitality to the word of God. Paul and Barnabas express this with the Jewish symbolic gesture of shaking the very dust of the city off their feet (cf. Luke 9:5; 10:11), and the church moves on to new places, new people. 
As an assembly who recognize that we are the flock of God’s people, we respond with the words of Ps 100 (99). Without any embarrassment, the psalmist calls upon the whole earth to serve and praise God who creates and cares for them. There is a joyful and exuberant recognition of God’s presence and of the goodness of the One who is for us and with us because of merciful and eternal love. How does our response today measure up to this?

In John the seer’s vision it is not just one city gathered into worshipping unity. Now there is a vast, innumerable multitude, drawn from all the peoples of the earth, who stand before the Lamb as his “flock.” Such an end-time vision may seem too far removed    from the world we know and live in to be relevant or believable, but one of the elders explains to the seer the identity of this multitude dressed symbolically in white robes. There is a haunting beauty in the paradox of robes washed white in the blood of the Lamb by enduring martyrdom and so sharing his victory after their tribulation and suffering. There are also Old Testament memories of the great tribulations of Dan 12:1 and  the New Testament words of Jesus in Matt 13:21. 

To emphasize the inclusiveness of this dazzling vision of heavenly worship, John also incorporates both Jewish and Christian liturgical memories. The scene is like a heavenly celebration of the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles/Booths, when the people build fragile tents to remind them of the perilous existence of the exodus generations who lived in such flimsy and mobile dwellings under the protection of God who led them to the Promised Land. Now in heaven, the eternal promised land, God will be their tent or tabernacle, sheltering them forever from the fears of hunger and thirst, of heat and cold. And, as Christian assemblies, only a few weeks ago we held palms in our hands as we entered into Holy Week, into the commemoration of the victory of the Lamb sacrificed and risen for our salvation. 
Then there is the second beautiful paradox and reversal of imagery to surprise us with joyful hope: the Lamb becomes the Shepherd who leads us to the springs of living waters that will flow from the throne of the Lamb and God (cf. Rev 21:1), those same waters in which we were baptised. John wants his readers to be startled, in awe of the divine significance of what can so often become a mundane and almost forgotten event: the beginning of our Christian and earthly pilgrimage which, if we are faithful followers of the Lamb, will end so gloriously. Then all the suffering, all the painful doubts from which strong faith is born, all the tears of things, will be wiped away from our eyes by our mothering God. How open are we to this joyful hope? Are there other values and visions that excite us more? What seems a preferable and quicker way of quenching our thirsts? Is heaven just an impossible dream?
The image of the shepherd is used by Benedict to describe the role of the abbot in the community, and the quality of the relationships he should have with the community. It is to be a relationship that is loving and compassionate, but certainly not sentimental or romantic. Benedict himself is too much of a realist, too experienced in human relationships, to allow that. At times, the community can be restive and recalcitrant, and the abbot must take on the responsibility for restoring order and peace among the members. If he fails because of the disobedience of the monks, he is not to be regarded as an unfaithful shepherd (cf. RB 2.7-9). Just as Christ the Shepherd knew each of his sheep personally, and called them “by name” to his following, so the abbot is to know his ‘flock’ so well that he is able: “to direct souls, and to adapt to many different temperaments, some by encouragement, some by rebuke” (RB 2.31-32). Benedict again uses the image of the merciful Good Shepherd as the model for the abbot’s concern and pastoral care of the monks that have strayed into serious trouble and infidelity (cf. RB 27.5-9). This is far removed from autocratic and unjust community arrangements (cf. RB 63.2) by which the abbot usurps the authority that belongs only to Christ, whose sheep (as Peter and we were reminded last week) always remain “mine” (cf. John 21:15-17). All must feel the strong heartbeat of the shepherding abbot’s personal, yet challenging love for each one (cf. RB 64.19). Benedict’s insight into the shepherding style of leadership has  a wisdom with many practical implications beyond the monastery: in the family, the workplace, the parish, and across the spectrum  of ecclesial communities.

In the fourth step of humility, Benedict admits that obedience that involves harsh and hostile things, and even some kind of injustice, can be a type of martyrdom that identifies the sufferer not just as a victim but as a victor, in the company of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah (Is 53:7) When reflected on in the context of today’s second reading, those who suffer so greatly can be regarded as a ‘white martyrs’ before the throne of the sacrificed Lamb.
In Australia, we celebrate Anzac Day today, and our nation’s memory turns to the men and women who paid the supreme sacrifice of their lives, the painful cost of physical and psychological injuries, and the tears of those who grieve for the dead and wounded. So often, the Southern Cross has hung low over the sobbing in our land; and in other lands, under different stars and earth, so many lie buried far from their homeland and dear ones. Our commemorations today must be a plea that the stars may navigate our nation into the ways of peace; that the marches in which we participate or which we watch, may stir us advocate for our governments to step up to sign covenants of peace, not war. God will wipe away the tears from our eyes, as the Book of Revelation (Apocalypse) reminds us – but we have the human responsibility for stemming the flow of the tears that are shed over our inhumanity to humanity.

