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Since I was born and raised in Tipton County, home of 

the Tipton County Pork Festival, I don’t know that 

much about sheep.  There was one farmer in the 

county I remember who raised sheep, but a lot more 

raised hogs.   

You don’t really herd hogs, at least not like they used 

to herd cattle in the Old West, but you can keep them 

from going in a direction you don’t want them to.  

Take as wide a stance as possible and raise your arms 

to make yourself look as big as possible and they will 

turn away.  Eventually, by a process of elimination I 

guess, you can get them to the place where you want 

them. 

Sheep are different.  You herd hogs and cattle from 

behind, corralling them to go in the direction you 

want.  But sheep will follow.  Not everybody, but they 

will allow themselves to be led by a person they trust, 

someone they know. 

In the Israel of Jesus’ day sheep were all over the 

place.  Jews don’t even eat port, and cattle take up too 

much space, so sheep and goats were the go-to 

livestock.  Probably everybody knew something about 

shepherding sheep.  Children were introduced to the 

task at an early age. Even a carpenter’s son had daily 

experience of the sheep and shepherds that lived 

around Nazareth. 

Jesus makes the most of the imagery that comes from 

the shepherd’s life—comparing himself to the sheep 

gate at one moment and to the shepherd at another.  

The shepherd image was commonly used to describe 
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the relationship between the king and the people.  The 

king was supposed to care for the people as the 

shepherd cares for the sheep.  But comparing oneself 

to the sheep gate—I don’t recall that image being used 

anywhere else. 

Presenting himself as the sheep gate puts Jesus in the 

position of being the authentic shepherd of the people.  

The sheep gate is the critical element of the holding 

pen.  It can be open or shut depending on the need. 

A great deal of what Jesus preached was in direct 

conflict with what the people were hearing from other 

sources.  The Pharisees, for example, had concocted 

such a system of observance of the Law that the 

dignity of the human person and responding to 

people’s needs took a back seat.  For the Jewish king 

and his court and for the Sadducees, it was the 

“nation.”  Individual people were expendable. 

By use of the metaphors available from the life of the 

shepherd and his sheep Jesus side steps both of those 

options and focuses the whole relationship with God 

back on its fundamentals:  What’s counts is God’s 

love for us and his desire to lead us into his kingdom 

of love.  The Law (and the prophets) serve that 

purpose.  Jesus embodies that love to perfection.  If a 

shepherd does not shy away from danger for the sake 

of his sheep, how much more can we expect Jesus to 

do the same.  His suffering and death on the cross is 

the epitome of the care he has for us—care which 

continues through the ages in the person of the Holy 

Spirit, until we have arrived at place where mercy and 
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justice meet and where the lion lies down with the 

lamb. 

In the meantime, we have the witness of Jesus and all 

the other good shepherds we have encountered to be 

ourselves good shepherds of the ones for whom we are 

responsible.  The image of the Good Shepherd can 

also give us orientation when we look for leadership in 

Church and society.  We have the freedom to seek out 

those leaders who are following in the footsteps of the 

Lord by recognizing the essential importance of truly 

caring for those for whom they are responsible, and 

working diligently to fashion an environment 

conducive to their well-being.  Mere knowledge won’t 

cut it because a good shepherd knows that shepherding 

sheep is a matter for the heart and not only for the 

head. 
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General Intercessions 

1. For Pope Francis, archbishop Thompson, and for all the 

shepherds in the Church, that they may continue to provide 

faithful witness to the ministry of Jesus, the Good 

Shepherd, we pray to the Lord. 

2. For those who suffer for doing good in its many forms, that 

their patience and commitment may be an effective grace 

before God in the world today, we pray to the Lord. 

3. For all who serve in the role of shepherd, especially parents 

of families, that this day of celebration may bring them our 

gratitude for all their loving care, we pray to the Lord. 

4. For those who have gone astray like sheep, especially our 

own loved ones, that the shepherd and guardian of our 

souls, the Lord Jesus Christ, may find them and bring them 

home, we pray to the Lord. 

5. For those who are walking in a dark valley of sickness or 

pain, that the Good Shepherd may give them courage and 

lead them beside the restful waters of healing and peace, 

we pray to the Lord. 

6. For our faithful departed ones, that Jesus, who came that 

we may have life, may take them into the abundant and 

eternal life that is heaven, we pray to the Lord. 

 


