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4th Sunday of Easter, Year A
Our Good and Hard-working Shepherd
If you ask any Christian to tell you just one of the 150 psalms in the Bible, you will probably hear our psalm from today.  “The Lord is my shepherd; there is nothing I shall want.”  This is Psalm 23, written by King David, who was himself a shepherd.  Images of Jesus the Good Shepherd usually carry a quote from Psalm 23.  Attend a funeral, and you will probably hear this psalm sung by the choir.  

But as well-known as this psalm is, we probably understand just a fraction of its meaning.  Few of us here have cared for sheep, and even those who have done so used the modern methods of America in the last several decades.  To comprehend what King David means and what Jesus himself means by calling himself the Good Shepherd or the Gate of the Sheepfold, we need a look at shepherding of the kind they used to do.  

Here’s where an expert can help us.  Phillip Keller is a Christian who kept sheep for many years in East Africa under conditions much like King David worked.  He is also an expert in the modern sciences of agrology and ecology as well as an experienced follower of Christ himself.  On top of all that, he wrote a book called A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23, which gives a verse-by-verse explanation of the psalm.

The main point he repeats often in the book is the staggering degree of loving care the Lord shows to us by calling himself our shepherd.  First of all, in claiming to be our shepherd, the Lord reveals that he has bought as at great price.  Mr. Keller recalls the great toil and savings he underwent to be able to purchase his initial flock.  He spent years searching for the right breed and stock and preparing himself to care for them.  What better image is there of Christ, who spent thirty years preparing himself to care for his flock, the Church, and who toiled intensely during his public ministry as he searched for disciples to join that flock.  And of course, who could pay a higher price for us that Christ did by shedding his own blood and laying down his life?
That’s only the beginning.  Mr. Keller mentions the daily care a shepherd must give to his flock so that they can have repose in verdant pastures and be led by restful waters.  Apparently, sheep are highly sensitive and flighty creatures that need four basic assurances before they can have any rest.  1) They must be free of fear, 2) they must be free of strife with fellow sheep, 3) they must be free of parasites and pests, and 4) they must be free of hunger and thirst.  Each of these assurances, only the shepherd himself can provide.  Without him, the sheep will die.  
If the sheep are fearful, they will run at the slightest disturbance and wear themselves out.  When the threat is real, they have little defense and will be eaten by predators or stolen by thieves.  Only the shepherd can defend them.  David defended his sheep with sling and staff.  Mr. Keller used a .303 rifle.  He says whenever he came near, the sheep visibly relaxed because they knew they were safe.  We must recognize how Christ is always watching out for us.  Ever vigilant, he is there defending us at every moment.  We need to stop being afraid.  No person, no situation could ever defeat Christ.  We have no cause for fear.  

Sheep will likewise get no rest if they are fighting with each other.  Within the flock, they are always establishing the “butting order,” as the dominant sheep will butt heads with the others until it drives them away.  Once the shepherd arrives, the fighting stops, especially after he punishes those sheep that are harming the others.  Thinking about Christ our Shepherd always watching us should make us stop our in-fighting too.  We spend so much energy and have no rest because we are always comparing ourselves to others or trying to upstage them.  By doing so, we only bring punishment upon ourselves, because the shepherd wants all members of the flock to have rest.  
Sheep have no rest when flies and parasites are bothering them.  The shepherd must treat them with medicines and provide shade where they can escape.  He must also ensure that they drink from clean water, as sheep will often stop at any muddy, disease-infested hole to drink.  Mr. Keller compared us to those sheep.  So often people in the world try to satisfy their thirst for God with some inferior alternative that only brings disease.  Only a life of prayer and devotion keeps the pests away and keeps us healthy.  Once prayer goes, our health goes as well.

Finally, sheep cannot rest when they are hunger or thirsty.  It seems like a simple matter to turn them loose and let them graze in a field.  Mr. Keller writes, however, that maintaining a healthy pasture full of grass is very costly and time-consuming for the shepherd, as you farmers out there know.  Not only that, but sheep enjoy getting their water intake from dew on the grass, which is pure, healthy water.  That means the shepherd must be awake before dawn to ensure that they have eaten and to lead them afterwards to a shady spot where their food can ruminate in their stomachs.  We pray at every Mass for God to “give us this day our daily bread.”  Without God, we have no food.  Like sheep, we would have nothing to sustain us in soul or body if God had not prepared it beforehand.  
Being the Good Shepherd is a lot of work!  The Lord was telling us volumes by giving himself that title.  He is certainly doing his part.  The question now is whether we are doing ours.  Are we following the Lord or straying into another field and flock?  Are we satisfying our thirst for God from polluted, disease-infested alternatives?  Are we always anxious and fearful or fighting and competing with others?  Can we honestly speak those words of Psalm 23: “The Lord is my shepherd?”
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