4th Sunday of Easter, Year B
Today is the 4th Sunday of Easter.

The Gospel reading today identifies God as the Good Shepherd, so today is known as Good Shepherd Sunday. We also celebrate the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, as we are encouraged to pray for vocations, especially to the Clergy, the Priesthood, and the Diaconate. Our Clergy are the modern-day shepherds who guide, care, and protect the flock in the image of Jesus the Good Shepherd.

Our 1st reading from the Acts, describes Peters’ healing and preaching ministry. The earlier healing of the cripple and following evangelisation by Peter led to his arrest. Today Peter is being tried by the Sanhedrin and empowered by the Holy Spirit, he delivers a powerful message about the Power of Jesus in whose name the cripple was saved, and that salvation comes through Jesus the Good Shepherd. The same Jesus rejected and crucified by them, but in whose name the Apostles preach and heal.

Today’s gospel passage from John concerns a period during winter around the time of the Jewish Hanukkah (The feast of Dedication) which commemorated the triumph of the Jewish commander Judas Maccabaeus over the Syrians about 165 BC. 

Jesus was sheltering in the eastern side of the temple which offered protection against the cold winds coming in from the desert. The Jews had gathered around him, unsure of who he was, was he the promised Messiah or just one of the wandering preachers of the day. So, they had asked him directly whether or not he was the Christ. Instead of giving them an equally direct answer he gave the answer we heard in the Gospel today. Jesus tells them he is the Good Shepherd and explains to them his role.
They would have understood this, because in the Old Testament the image of the Good Shepherd was often applied to God.
In Isaiah for instance, we hear

“He is like a shepherd feeding his flock, gathering the lambs in his arms, holding them against his breast and leading the mother ewes to their rest”

Introducing himself as the Good Shepherd Jesus makes these claims: -
1 He knows his sheep and the sheep hear his voice. The shepherds in Palestine at that time would have known each sheep in their flock by name and they knew his voice.

So, Jesus knows each one of us, our needs, our merits, our faults. He loves us just as we are, unconditionally.
2 He gives eternal life to us His sheep starting with the faith we receive at baptism and strengthening us through confirmation and feeding us with the Eucharist. The other sacraments help to make our lives holy.
3 He protects his sheep placing us in the loving arms of his Father from where no one can steal us. Without Jesus to guide and protect us we are exposed to the spiritual wolves of this world.

4 In ancient times Shepherds were prepared to lay down their lives in protecting their sheep. Jesus our Good Shepherd died in expiation of the sins of all people.

Jesus never gives up on us and constantly seeks out the lost and rejoices when they are returned to the fold.  He says
There will be more joy in heaven over the return of one lost sheep than over 99 virtuous men who are not in need of redemption.

The question for us now is this. We know God is the Good Shepherd and that there are other shepherds who take an active role in our lives. Parents, teachers, Clergy and religious, especially have the responsibility of being shepherds of the young.

We all have a God given responsibility of caring for others. In our parish for instance, we need to be ready to participate and help in all aspects of parish life. Not as bystanders but as willing and active participants, helping to make this parish a vibrant and exciting spiritual place where we reach out to welcome and help everyone. The question is are we willing and able to accept this challenge.
So, on this Good Shepherd Sunday, let us pray for vocations.

And listen to the words of: -
John Paul 2 when he prayed.
“Jesus Good Shepherd, raise up in all parish communities, priests and deacons, religious, consecrated people and missionaries according to the needs of the whole world, which you love and want to save”
We entrust to you in a particular way parish communities; create them in the spiritual atmosphere of the first Christians in order that they may be a cenacle of prayer where we lovingly receive the Holy Spirit and His gifts.

Assist our pastors and all consecrated souls. Guide the steps of all those who have generously welcomed Your call and prepared themselves for holy orders and the profession of the evangelical counsels.

Direct Your loving gaze to the many well disposed young people and invite them to follow You. Help them to understand that its only in you they can achieve their fulfillment.
Jesus, we entrust these great desires of your heart to the powerful intercession of Mary, Mother and model of all vocations, and beg you to sustain our faith in the certainty that the Father will listen to what you yourself have instructed us to ask for”. Amen.
Amen”
.
