Shepherd or Stranger?
This is one of those weeks when I’m marveling at the wisdom of the Church in pairing the readings for the liturgy.  Starting on Sunday, and continuing into the fourth week of Easter, the Gospel readings from John Chapter 10 speak of Christ the Good Shepherd.  The message is clear and persistent:

“My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me…”
“No one can take them out of my hand…”
“The shepherd calls his own sheep by name and leads them out… 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.”
“Whoever enters through me WILL BE SAVED, and will come in and go out and find pasture…”
“I came so that they might have life and have it more abundantly.”
 

Paired with that, we see through the stories of the Acts of the Apostles how hard it is for the early church leaders to fully understand what Jesus meant, and how much tension and conflict erupted as they gradually learned to shepherd God’s flock.  While both sets of readings make it clear that GOD knows his sheep, the religious leaders--both Jewish and Christian--often fail to recognize those whom God called.  They argue with each other and sometimes with God about who is worthy, who is impure, what behaviors are necessary and which are profane.  Even Peter, chosen by Christ to lead, has to be convinced by divine intervention—and not just once but repeatedly—that God’s love and will to shepherd extends outside the Jewish community, that Gentiles and foreigners are part of God’s family and chosen sheep, too.  And when Peter DOES accept this, embraces the truth that “what God has made clean, you are not to call profane,” the others confront him and complain about the company he is keeping.  Peter’s response is one we should all keep ready, in our hearts and on our lips:  “If then God gave them the same gift he gave to us when we came to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to be able to hinder God?”  

 

I have had the privilege of talking with a number of our gay and lesbian students in recent weeks, and the Spirit of God is so evident in the joy on their faces and in the words they speak and the excitement and enthusiasm with which they move forward in their lives.  They are not unlike other young people—eager to serve, committed to building a better world, hungry for love and affirmation and meaningful work, for a chance to move ahead, using their gifts and integrating the many aspects of their identities.  We who want to minister to these young men and women—and we older GLBT Catholics who hope to model the richness that can be found in being both gay AND Catholic, will do well to pray about these scriptures.  Many of our younger generation KNOW the voice of Christ and are eager to follow.  For many of them that voice leads them out of the closet.   Our reactions to them, our willingness to hear their stories and listen to their experience of God, our availability to sit down at table with them and share their struggles, their confusion and their dreams and triumphs… may well be the gateway through which they will learn to recognize God’s voice in the voice of the Church.   I find myself this week praying about Christ’s warning that his sheep will not follow a stranger—that they will run away from the stranger because they do not recognize the voice of strangers.  Tragically, all too often the messages coming from our church are proclaimed by strangers—by people disconnected from the lives of younger Catholics, by people who don’t know them and aren’t known by them, and who, to all appearances, aren’t interested in getting to know them.  Could it be that Christ in his references to the Good Shepherd was admonishing us to do as Christ was doing in his ministry—invite the outsider in, make the circle bigger, sit at table and listen rather than condemn…  When we do that, we are not only making it easier for people to hear God’s voice and follow; we are also preparing our hearts and improving our own ability to hear God’s voice and to follow in unexpected ways to rather unlikely places.  Let us pray for each other and for our religious leaders that our eyes may always look to see the great things God is accomplishing in those around us.  Wouldn’t it be great if future generations could say of us as the author of Acts did of Barnabus:  “When he arrived and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced and encouraged them all to remain faithful to the Lord in firmness  of heart, for he was a good man, filled with the Holy Spirit and faith (Acts 11:23).”  

--Sheila Nelson

