
The Head Sheep

I am the good shepherd. A good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. A hired
man, who is not a shepherd, and whose sheep are not his own, sees a wolf coming, and
leaves the sheep and runs away, and the wolf catches and scatters them. This is
because he works for pay and has no concern for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I
know mine and mine know me; just as the Father knows me and I know the Father, and I
will lay down my life for my sheep. I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold.
These also I must lead and they will hear my voice, and there will be one flock and one
shepherd.

John 10:  11-16

I would like to share with you two humbling (embarrassing?) lessons that the Lord has taught
me regarding this passage as I have prayed over it through the years. The first is in regards to
this mysterious and enigmatic statement of Jesus: “I have other sheep that do not belong to this
fold. These also I must lead and they will hear my voice.…” There are times when I get on my
high-horse and start to believe that I have some sort of divine knowledge as to who is “in” the
fold and who is “out” of the fold—who is a “true Christian” and who is not.  The moment I start to
think this way, Jesus says to me, “Wrong!  I have other sheep in other folds that you know
nothing about.”  I believe it was Saint Augustine who said something like, “There are Souls
whom the Church has whom Christ does not have and there are Souls whom Christ has whom
the Church does not have.”  The truth is that you and I cannot read the hearts of people and so
we have no idea who is in God’s good graces on any given day.  We need to presume the best
in everyone and refrain from playing the role of bouncer at the door of heaven.  As a priest
friend once put it, “That’s a management question and I am in sales.”

The second lesson came to me years ago in my early years as novice director of Jesuit
seminarians.  During my annual eight-day retreat I prayed with this passage, begging Christ to
make me a good shepherd for the sheep that were sent to me there at the novitiate.  Praying
this way, I distinctly heard Christ say to me in exasperation, “Mark, where did you get the idea
that you were the shepherd?!? You are not the shepherd!  Ok, maybe you’re a ‘head sheep’ at
the moment, but you are not the shepherd.  I am the Shepherd!  I am always the shepherd and
you are always the sheep.” And so, I bow my furry head and put my sheep’s tail between my
legs as I re-join the fold.
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