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• Acts 4:8-12  • Ps 118 (117):1, 8-9, 21-23, 26, 28-29  • 1 John 3:1-2  • John 10:11-18

In his gospel, John has fewer parables than do the Synoptics, but what he does have are the wonderful ‘I AM’ statements that function in much the same way as the parables. They remind us than in the humanity of Jesus flames out the God of the burning bush, who proclaimed the name to Moses as the ‘I AM’ who I am, or who will be who I will be – for you and the people. In today’s gospel we have one of the most familiar images of Jesus when he names himself as “I AM the good shepherd” of his sheep. Influenced by much art and romantic photography, our visual memory probably presents us with a fluffy, clean little lamb cuddled under the contented gaze of the shepherd, yet for some people nowadays who are used to flocks of sheep in the hundreds or even thousands, with shepherding done by horses, motor bikes and dogs, the reality is very different. Perhaps surprisingly, the reality would also have been different for those to whom Jesus speaks. More robust and realistic is the earliest known statue of the Good Shepherd, dated about 60 CE, that has been discovered at Caesarea Maritima in Israel. Draped around the shoulders of the legless and life-size statue is a huge and heavy sheep almost as big as the shepherd’s torso, and so no easy load! The Shepherd Jesus freely laid down his life for his sheep, was bloodied, bruised and killed in the battle to save them, but then took up his life again. 
When King Saul tried to prevent the young David from fighting the mighty Philistine warrior, Goliath, the shepherd boy argues his case with a graphic description of how he had kept sheep for his father:
Whenever a lion or a bear came and took a lamb from the flock, I went after it and struck it down, rescuing the lamb from its mouth; and if the lion turned against me, I would catch it by the jaw, strike it down and kill it…The Lord who saved me from the jaw of the lion and the paw of the bear will save me from the hand of this Philistine (1 Sam 17:34-35, 37). 

The Easter proclamation is that Jesus, our good shepherd, fights for us and saves us from the gaping jaws of whatever seeks to grab and destroy our discipleship and wound the flock of the Christian community. In one of his powerful Easter Sermons, St John Chrysostom (c.387 CE) describes, passionately and poetically, this confrontation with death which snatches us into abundant new life:
It (death) snatched upon a body and, incredibly, lit upon God! It gulped down the earth and choked on heaven. It seized upon what it saw, and was crushed by what it failed to see.  Poor death, where is your sting? Poor hell, where is your triumph… Christ steps out of the tomb, and you are reduced to nothing.

In contrast to the good shepherd, says Jesus, at the first hint of danger the hireling abandons the flock for the sake of his own safety. Such an uninvolved shepherd acts as a dark foil for the good shepherd, sharpening the image of one whose care for his sheep proves so costly. For the good shepherd, the care of the sheep is not just a job; it is his reason for living – and for dying. There is an intimate relationship between the shepherd Jesus and his flock that is rooted in the relationship of the Father and Son, a ‘knowing’ that is more than any surface recognition but an involvement in the life of one another. Lest we imagine this relationship as a kind of cosy exclusivity, we are reminded that Jesus has “other sheep that do not belong to this flock” and to whom Jesus will reach out. There will always be others who will recognize the shepherd’s voice and enter the fold – as we have.
Perhaps we regard sheep as rather smelly and stupid animals, with a mob mentality that makes them easy prey to either good or bad shepherding, and so we may think that to see ourselves as Jesus’ flock of sheep is not very complimentary! However, at times it may be an accurate image of our following of him. Just as every generation has its magnificent political, social and ecclesial shepherds who are willing to lay down their lives for their sheep, physically or spiritually, so there will also be the ‘hirelings’ for whom the duty of care is just a job taken for the sake personal prestige, opportunism or ambition. We who are baptised in Christ as royal, priestly and prophetic people might also reflect on our call to sheperd one another in our relationships. Have we responded with brotherly and sisterly love, or have we failed each other as ‘hirelings’ who do not stand by and are ready to sacrifice our lives for one another, especially when hard times threaten or the ‘mob mentality’ of peer pressure takes over?
The rulers of the people are so annoyed by the joyous invasion of the Temple by Peter and John in the company of the leaping, dancing, and formerly lame man, that they haul off the apostles into custody. The next day, the scribes and Pharisees, together with a number of the high priestly family, interrogate the disciples with a muddle of charges about resurrection, insurrection, and inciting the people to belief in an alternative to the establishment of the Temple and State. What is a criminal matter according to the prosecution, is an act of compassion according to the bold defence of the apostles. And this seems to make sense to the crowds. With the boldness of the Holy Spirit, Peter and his companions proclaim that they have done their act of kindness to the cripple not through their own power, but “by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.” ‘In/by the name of’ is used again and again in the Acts of the Apostles, for ‘the name’ stands for the person and presence of Jesus in the Spirit. Peter is a witness to Jesus’ prediction in Luke 21:12-19 that, with the help of the Holy Spirit, the disciples will be able to confront their opponents in a way that reflects the boldness of Jesus himself, and with words no one can contradict, even though, like Jesus, they will be made to suffer because of their witness. In fact, the prophetic Spirit is at work in them even more powerfully and persuasively because of the resurrection of Jesus. They announce that God has done much more than raise up a lame beggar from his mat and transform him into an exultant dancer; God has raised up Jesus from the dead. The civil and religious power brokers are fearful that such faith will threaten to bankrupt their dealings with God, the Roman authorities to whom they are subservient, and the people whom they want to have in their unquestioned control. They believe that their credit depends on holding in thrall both the conscience and worship of the people.
But Peter quotes from Ps 118 (117), some verses of which are our responsorial psalm today. He personalizes one of the verses, confronting Jesus’ opponents with the truth that the risen Jesus is “the stone rejected by you, the builders,” and yet this is the cornerstone which holds together the spiritual building, the living Temple and body of Christ, in which God now dwells among his people. Again, this is not an anti-Jewish condemnation of all the Jewish people; there are many of the people who believe (see Acts 4:4, the verse immediately before today’s reading), and Peter and the first disciples are themselves Jews. More importantly, when read today in our eucharistic assembly, the words are also addressed to us. We are a present part of the “everyone” to whom salvation has been announced in the name of Jesus. The healing of the cripple was only a sign of the new reality that is breaking in upon humanity because of Jesus’ resurrection, transforming it, and releasing new energies of exultant joy that heal not only our physical ‘lameness’ but also our crippled spirits. We too are crippled when we yield to the temptation to reject Jesus in some aspects of our lives – usually because of a lack of gospel boldness, the courage that stands up for Jesus in the face of opposition or social pressure, or because we are clinging to some small or larger power that we are afraid will diminish us if we let it go.  We want to avoid any crack or disfigurement in our self-image or relationships; we would like to be always acceptable to the ‘right’ people. And yet this is not the pattern of Jesus’ life. Nor can it be what life is like for his disciples. The rejected “cornerstone” is both the vulnerable and wounded Jesus and the invincible and glorified Saviour, and through his Spirit, we are healed – the same word that we can also translate as ‘saved’ – in the power of his resurrection which overcomes even death.
The author of the First Letter of John is overwhelmed by the unimaginable gift of love that God has lavished upon us as God’s children. But like Jesus the Son, his bothers and sisters in the Son can expect to share with him the experience of rejection, as we have just heard in the first reading and affirmed in the responsorial psalm. It is not glory or power that sets the children of God apart and, if we do revel in glory and power, the implication is that we should turn the strong and searching light of Christ on our lifestyle. Jesus lived his early life in obscurity, and when he emerged into public life he was misunderstood; so will we be. To be God’s children is both an actual and potential reality. Children in a human family often do not understand the extent and reality of their parents’ love until adulthood, and perhaps not even until they become parents themselves. The future realization of the meaning of God’s parental love will only be fully revealed to us in our death, when we enter into our eternal family home, our Father’s house, in which there are many dwelling places that have been prepared lovingly for us (cf. John 14:2). Unfortunately, the lectionary reading does not continue to the next verse that encourages us to persevere in this large hope and live what we are ‘now’ so that we may become what we are ‘not yet.’
Benedict wants authority in the community to be an expression of the loving and self-sacrificing shepherding of Jesus. Nowhere is this so well illustrated as in RB 27, “The Abbot’s Preoccupation with the Excommunicated.” This chapter is situated in the middle of the chapters of the Rule sometimes described as ‘the penal code’ (RB 23-30), not the most attractive section for contemporary Christians. That the abbot is to have a “preoccupation” with a brother who is wavering or failing in his commitment is significant. It is not to be a punitive or authoritarian concern, but the truly gospel preoccupation of a good shepherd who does not allow the weak to be tossed aside or dominated by the strong. Unlike the hireling shepherd, the abbot does not desert the one who has fallen on bad times, no matter what the cause – even because of the brother’s own infidelity to the community’s way of life. In RB 27.7-9, Benedict quotes Ezekiel’s condemnation of the uncaring shepherd, and contrasts this portrait to that of the Good Shepherd, even though the reference is to the Lukan parable and not to today’s Johannine reading. In relating to the one who is failing, the abbot is to be humble enough to seek the help of other wise and discerning members of the community, and so avoid any misconception of an authoritarian attitude. Also, since the brother’s problem may have much to do with his relationships with the abbot, an appropriate expression of pastoral care may be for the abbot to step out of any immediate confrontation and leave this to what would more likely be seen as an unbiased discernment of other wise members who attempt to prune away, in prudence and love, the brother’s fault.  Reconciliation and reintegration of a brother is the concern of the whole community, and the abbot is to encourage them to reaffirm their love by praying for him in his difficulties (RB 27.4). The true pastoral concern of the abbot does not aim to exclude and condemn, but to love, to heal, and to absorb the other’s hurt, even though this may be a painful wounding and laying down of one’s life for the sheep in spiritual service that even, at times, may also have physical consequences. Beyond the monastery, these are the same qualities that we would surely hope to be the inspiration of compassionate leadership in the wider church, in the family, or in other caring ministries and management contexts. 
