
Commentary to the Fourth Sunday of Easter – Year A

 HE DEFENDS THE FLOCK BUT SAVES ALSO THE BANDITS

The pharaoh questions them about their occupations. Joseph’s brothers say, “Your servants are shepherds as were our fathers before us” (Gen 47:3). The patriarchs were shepherds. Moses was the keeper of flocks, and David was taken from the pastures while following the sheep (1 Chr 17:7).

 Throughout the ancient Middle East, the ruler who takes care of his people is imaged as a shepherd. In the Mesopotamian inscriptions, ‘to pasture’ is commonly used in the sense of ‘govern.’ The pharaoh was called the ‘the shepherd of all nations,’ ‘shepherd who watches over his subjects’ and, as a symbol of his power, holding the crook. In Israel, this image is applied to military and political leaders and to God. The invocation “Listen, O shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock” (Ps 80:2) is moving. The famous song “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want” (Ps 23:1) communicates a reassuring sense of security.

Surprisingly, no text of the Old Testament says that the reigning king is designated as a ‘shepherd.’ This title is reserved for a single king, the future Messiah, a descendant of David. After having uttered harsh words of condemnation against the rulers who have led the people to ruin, the Lord promises to assume the office of shepherd personally, to gather the scattered flock, to lead it to the pasture and announces: “Over them I will put one shepherd, my servant David who will tend them and be a true shepherd among them” (Ezk 34:23-24). The prophecy is fulfilled in Jesus.

  To internalize the message, we repeat: “We were going astray like sheep; we now have a shepherd who guides us.”

====================================================================================== 

First Reading: Acts 2:14a,36-41



Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice, and proclaimed: “Let the whole house of Israel know for certain that God has made both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.”

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart, and they asked Peter and the other apostles, “What are we to do, my brothers?” Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is made to youand to your children and to all those far off, whomever the Lord our God will call.”He testified with many other arguments, and was exhorting them, “Save yourselvesfrom this corrupt generation.” Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand persons were added that day.

 

The reading of Peter’s speech, which began last Sunday, continues today. He presented the life of Jesus (... a man who went about doing good to all) to the people of Jerusalem. Then he aimed a heavy accusation at his hearers: “You delivered him to sinners to be crucified and killed” (2:23). Finally, he recalled the work of God, who has glorified his faithful servant, raising him from the dead. The speech continues from this point: “Let Israel then know for sure that God has made Lord and Christ this Jesus whom you crucified” (v. 36).

On hearing these words, all those present become aware of the error they have committed. They feel ‘cut to the heart’ with repentance and seek a solution to their inner drama. Not finding one, they address a heartfelt question to the apostles: “What shall we do, brothers?” (v. 37). It is the expression of their total availability to follow, without condition, the path that the Lord will show them.

The Word of God is always a denunciation of sin and is a call to renewal, to conversion; it is “sharper than any two-edged sword” (Heb 4:12), pierces the heart (Heb 4:12), uncovers every weakness, wickedness, and mistake. Faced with this word, the only honest attitude is humble listening, openness to being challenged, change, disown the past errors, and starting a new life. Peter’s response shows the three stages that mark the path of salvation: the conversion from the old life and the mistakes of the past, baptism, and the joy of receiving the gift of the Spirit (v. 38).

 

Second Reading: 1 Peter 2:20b-25

Beloved: If you are patient when you suffer for doing what is good, this is a grace before God. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example that you should follow in his footsteps. He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.

When he was insulted, he returned no insult; when he suffered, he did not threaten; instead, he handed himself over to the one who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body upon the cross, so that, free from sin, we might live for righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. For you had gone astray like sheep, but you have now returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.

 

Peter’s exhortation to the newly baptized continues. Toward the end of his speech, the apostle feels the need to address a delicate social problem: the relationship between masters and slaves. He must touch on the subject because, among those who have been baptized are noble and wealthy people, as well as many slaves. Some of them, particularly the lucky ones, are indentured to good and gentle masters; but others must deal with demanding, rude, arrogant people and haughty, insolent matrons. To the arrogance of the bosses, the harassment and bullying by fellow slaves are added. They take it out on Christians who, after baptism, have broken their old habits and have assumed a way of life above reproach. How to deal with those who provoke, offend, ill-treat, and act unjustly? Must they rebel? Can they react by resorting to violence?

The preacher's response refers to Jesus and how he responded to injustice: he could count on twelve legions of angels, but not on twelve fearful disciples. He delivered himself helplessly to those who had come with swords and clubs to arrest him (Matthew 26:47). He condemned the use of the sword to restore justice (Mt 26:53). He called Judas a ‘friend’when he delivered Jesus into the hands of the enemies (Mt 26:50). On the cross, he forgave those who were killing him (Lk 23:34). The preacher summarizes the behavior of Jesus by referring to the famous book of the prophet Isaiah, who presents the faithful servant of the Lord: “He had done no violence nor spoken in deceit” (Is 53:9) and continues: “He did not return insult for insult, and when suffering, he did not curse” (v. 23).

These radical choices of the Master leave the disciple with one clear path: forgiveness and unconditional love. The use of violence is contrary to the message of Jesus. To build a new world where justice, peace, and love reign, the Christian can only use Christ's resources, never those he explicitly rejected.

The reading ends with an image that vividly sums up this message: “You were going astray like sheep, but you have now returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.”Belonging to the flock of Jesus, the shepherd means to follow in his footsteps, renounce hatred, grudges, vengeance, and make his own feelings and gestures of love.

 

Gospel: John 10:1-10

Jesus said: “Amen, amen, I say to you, whoever does not enter a sheepfold through the gate but climbs over elsewhere is a thief and a robber. But whoever enters through the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. The gatekeeper opens it for him, and the sheep hear his voice, as the shepherd calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has driven out all his own, he walks ahead of them, and the sheep follow him, because they recognize his voice. But they will not follow a stranger; they will run away from him, because they do not recognize the voice of strangers.” Although Jesus used this figure of speech, the Pharisees did not realize what he was trying to tell them.

So Jesus said again, “Amen, amen, I say to you, I am the gate for the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate. Whoever enters through me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find pasture. A thief comes only to steal and slaughter and destroy; I came so that they might have life and have it more abundantly.”

 

The Fourth Sunday of Easter is called Good Shepherd Sunday because a passage of chapter 10 of John’s Gospel is proposed in each of the three years of the liturgical cycle. Today, the first part of this chapter is reported (vv. 1-10), where the theme of Jesus the Good Shepherd is not developed but only hinted at. The central image is that of the door. Further on, in his long discourse to the Jews, Jesus proclaims: “I am the good shepherd”(v. 11). Today, he presents himself twice as the door (v. 7). To this image, others are added: the fence, the thieves and robbers, the guardian, and strangers. Who are they? Whom do they represent? What is the meaning of the ‘similitude’?

Let’s look at an explanatory note about the customs of Palestinian shepherds. The sheepfold was a pen surrounded by stone walls, on which were placed bundles of thorns. Brambles are allowed to grow on it to prevent sheep from getting out and thieves from entering. The pen could be in front of a house, built outdoors, or on a mountain slope. In the latter case, it was typically used by most shepherds who bring their sheep in at night; one of them was awake while others slept.

To say—as Luke does in the story of the birth of Jesus (Lk 2:8)—that those who stood guard ‘watched’ is not entirely accurate. Armed with a stick, they were positioned at the fold entrance, as it had no gate or door. They squatted and, in that position, blocking the access, became ‘the door.’ Typically, they dozed off, but their presence was enough to deter raiders from approaching the fold and prevent wolves from getting into the enclosure. The sheep could be approached only by who or what they were allowed to pass.



When every shepherd stood at the door in the morning, the sheep immediately recognized their steps and voices. They got up and followed him, sure to be led out to pastures of fresh herbs and an oasis with pure and abundant water. They followed them because they felt loved and protected; the shepherds had never disappointed nor betrayed them. From this experience of his people’s life, Jesus sets a parable that is not immediately clear: enigmatic images accumulate and overlap, and the Jews do not understand what he issaying to them (v. 6). Let us begin by dividing it into two parts.

In the first part (vv. 1-6), the figure of the true shepherd is introduced. The beginning of the speech is somewhat abrupt and provocative. It contains mysterious allusions to dangers, enemies, attackers: “Anyone who does not enter the sheepfold by the gate but climbs in some other way, is a thief and a robber” (v. 1). Then the true shepherd enters the scene. The feature that sets him apart is tenderness: he knows his sheep by name; and calls them ‘one by one.’

For Jesus, anonymous masses do not exist. He takes an interest in each one of his disciples. He pays attention to the gifts, strengths, and weaknesses of each. He joyfully contemplates the young and agile lambs. They frolic and run forward, but his thoughtfulness, his attention goes to the weakest of the herd: “He carries the lambs in his bosom, gently leading those that are with young” (Is 40:11). He understands their difficulties, does not force the issue, nor imposes an unsustainable rhythm of life, but evaluates the condition, helps and respects them.

In contrast to this shepherd, thieves and bandits appear. Who are they? How can they be recognized? To whom does Jesus liken them? There were ‘shepherds in his time.’Religious and political leaders were posing as attentive guides of the people’s welfare, seeking only their interests. Their goals were domination, personal prestige, exploitation: their methods were violence and lies.

They were not authentic shepherds. So, one day, before the crowd, Jesus was moved with compassion “because they were like sheep without a shepherd.” He led them out, made ??them lay ‘on green grass,’ and in abundance distributed the bread and the nourishment of his word (Mk 6:34-44). Note, in this first part of the Gospel, the insistence on the ‘voice of the shepherd’ that is ‘heard’ (v. 3), ‘recognized’ (v. 4) and immediately distinguished from that of the strangers’ (v. 5). Even after the resurrection, Jesus will be recognized for his voice. The disciples' eyes will be misled: He will be taken as a wanderer, a ghost (Lk 24:15,37), a fisherman (Jn 21:4), but those who heard him could not be mistaken. His voice was unmistakable.

Today, this voice continues to resound, crisp and alive in the Word of the Gospel. It is the only one that sounds familiar to the disciple. Others that are similar, although strong and insistent, are not familiar to him. Whoever is ‘taught by the Spirit’ can discern the shepherd's voice amid the cacophony voices. He flees when he hears the steps of thieves and robbers: the impostors who come just to drag him along the paths of death.

In the second part of the passage (vv. 7-10), Jesus appears first as ‘the gate of the sheep’ then as ‘the gate.’ If we keep in mind the explanation given above, we could say that he is the guardian placed at the entry like a ‘gateway.’ The door has a dual function: to let the owners pass and prevent outsiders from entering. These are two functions that are developed, in many allegories, by Jesus.

He is the one who decides who can have access to the sheep and who must stay away from the flock (vv. 7-8). The one who has assimilated his owlings and provisions regardingthe sheep, who is willing to give his life as he did, can pass and is recognized as a true shepherd. The thieves and bandits are those who came before him (v. 8). He was certainly not referring to the prophets and the righteous of the Old Testament.

Thieves were the religious and political leaders of his time who exploited, oppressed,and inflicted all sorts of suffering on the people. Bandits were revolutionaries who wanted to build a freer and more just society: they cultivated noble ideals but resorted to illegitimate methods. They fomented hatred for the enemy, preached the use of violence,and proposed weapons. The one who acts in this way does not have the same feeling and disposition as Jesus: he does not pass through the door.

In the last verse (v. 10), this opposition is taken up. In a dramatic crescendo, the thief's work is described: he steals, kills, and destroys. Three verbs summarize the work of death. Anyone who approaches a man to take his life is ‘a thief’; he is on the side of evil; he is a “son of the devil” who “was a murderer from the beginning” (Jn 8:44).

The action of the shepherd is antithetical: he comes to bring life and life in abundance. Through the door, not only shepherds pass, but the sheep also enter and exit. Jesus also presents himself as the gate in this sense (v. 9). Only the one who passes through him reaches fertile pasture, finds the ‘bread that satisfies’ (Jn 6), and ‘water welling up to eternal life’ (Jn 4), thus obtaining salvation.

Jesus is a narrow gate (Mt 7:14) because he asks for self-denial, selfless love for others, but it is the only one that leads to life: all the others are traps, pitfalls which precipitate in abysses of death: “Broad is the gate that leads to destruction, and many go that way” (Mt 7:13).

 ===================================================================================

READ: The parable of the good shepherd involves faith. The sheep hear his voice, and they follow. The good shepherd promises food and security. He knows each by name. He is also the door through which, by faith, they enter.

REFLECT: Do you hear the voice of the good shepherd? Since he knows you by name, does this make you feel good?

PRAY: The good shepherd calls you by name. Pray for the grace to listen to his voice in your daily life. Pray for people involved in great disputes, especially those in the land in which Jesus lived.

ACT: Pay attention to names when you meet new people. Learn people’s names and use them.
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