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Readings: Fourth Sunday of Easter | USCCB 

 

Be good 

 I know what you are thinking, class… that was a very short gospel 

passage… surely the homily will be short as well and we will get out of 

school early. Wishful thinking… I only have one request of you today. 

Be good, if you can do that, then I will end it.  

What do you say? Yes? No? Maybe? “Father I try!” Well, I guess 

first we need to define what we mean by good…   

We use that word all the time in different ways… as an attribute of 

things we find favorable: “That was a goooood homily!” To describe 

someone who is skilled: “She is such a good dancer!” As a statement of 

a of favorable living experiences: “I had a good day today.” To 

distinguishing someone’s nobility; “You have a good heart.”  

We use it as a measure of morality, to distinguish between right 

and wrong… Any kids in the house ever heard this one from your 

parents?  “Be good and we’ll get ice cream…” Then we describe what it 

means to be a good: do what I say, listen to me, behave, follow my 

instructions, be honest, kind, do the right thing etc.   

Is this what I am asking of you? Am I asking that you conform to 

the moral order? 

If so, then does this definition of good also apply in the language 

of faith? Because we associate the word good with God all the time. We 

say that God is good. Today we declare that Jesus is the good Shepherd. 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/050822.cfm
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What does it mean for Jesus to be good? Does it mean that he 

was a moral and well behaved person who listened to his parents on 

earth and to God the Father in the same sense we should be moral and 

well-behaved? Could be… I mean the voice of God did say “this is my 

beloved son with whom I am well pleased…”  

Or… does goodness mean something different for Jesus? And if 

so, what? And if it does mean something different, then is that the type 

of good we are to be? So many questions!  

Let’s begin the discussion with the main question posed in the 

gospel today, which is a short snippet of a long discourse on the good 

Shepherd. Every fourth Sunday of Easter we hear a section of the 

discourse, and today’s selection comes after some Jewish leaders 

gathered around Jesus and asked him how long are you going to keep us 

in suspense? Are you the messiah or not? Are you the real deal or what? 

Are you the good shepherd we want? 

It was a fair question… recall that Jesus was among the many self-

proclaimed messiahs of his day… there were many people claiming to 

be good, speak good, and do good…  

But the thing is, Jesus had been clear, a few verses earlier in the 

discourse he straight out proclaimed “I am the good shepherd” and a 

verse before what he heard he says to them after they ask “I told you 

and you do not believe…” 

The reason they did not recognize Jesus as the good Shepherd is 

because of their definition of what it meant to be good. They were 

looking for someone with the qualities of King David, who was a 
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shepherd in his youth turned powerful leader. Everyone wanted to be 

like David.  

So according to them, what made someone like David good? 

Moral conduct? Nope! Sure, he had some good qualities, he was brave, 

cared about the faith, but when it came to his actions, he had a lot of 

dirty secrets. He committed adultery and tried to hide it by murder, 

among many other things. What people admired was that he was a good 

administrator and a strategist when it came to war. He was able to build 

riches and have a strong kingdom by overpowering and oppressing the 

enemy, and that was the preferred good quality. 

Since the Pharisees themselves were religious leaders, pastors, that 

is what they imitated. They used intimidation to oppress people, keep 

Jews from breaking the law, punish anyone who dared break it so they 

could have riches and power. The problem with this definition of good, 

is that it made them focus on the bad in everyone else, constantly 

pointing the fingers, using their voices to reveal the wrong in everyone 

else. If God was for them, then they were good, and everyone else was 

against them, they were bad. 

Jesus challenges their definition of good. If that is what they were 

looking for, no wonder they failed to identify Jesus as the good 

shepherd because the voice of this shepherd was not like David or 

theirs. Jesus was giving them signs and a voice of a different kind of 

goodness. 

So, what are those signs? What makes Jesus’ voice and actions 

distinguishable from others? What makes Jesus the good Shepherd? 
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Is it the fact that he was willing to lay down his life for others? Is 

that how we recognize his voice? Raise your hand if you think that’s 

it… Jesus is THE Good Shepherd because he laid down his life for 

others. Nope. Sure, laying down his life for others is admirable, and it is 

true that Jesus certainly did that, but anyone can do that for any cause. 

ISIS suicide bombers lay down their lives for the sake of their extremist 

ideas. In the 1960’s, Buddhist monks laid down their lives by lighting 

themselves on fire during the Vietnam protests. Mothers lay down their 

lives for their children at every birth (happy Mother’s Day, thank you for 

your vocation). There are countless stories and examples of people, 

heroic or horrific, who laid down their lives for others. Anyone can do 

that for any reason; Jesus is not the first and only, so goodness must 

mean more than that, otherwise it will be difficult to distinguish the 

voice of Jesus among everyone else who does the same thing. How is 

Jesus good?  

Is it the fact that he goes after the one strayed sheep? Is that what 

makes Jesus’s voice unique? Raise your hand if you think that’s it…  

Jesus is THE Good Shepherd because he is willing to goes after anyone 

so that they may realize they are loved by God. Nope. Sure, that is a 

good thing, Jesus certainly did that… but anyone can go out of their way 

for others. We all heard the stories of people who dedicate their lives to 

helping others. Ghandis and Mother Theresas appear often in history. 

Anyone can be a good Samaritan, work hard to get a Nobel Peace Prize 

for good work in society, be the next great thinker, the next Jordan 

Peterson or Tony Robinson and attract and help millions… Jesus is not 
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unique in that either… so goodness must mean more than that… 

otherwise the voice of Jesus is unrecognizable among the many others 

like it. 

What makes Jesus good beyond our definitions of good? What 

distinguishes his voice? 

The difference between Jesus and any other voice of leadership lies 

in his relationship to the Father. The gospel ends today with one 

affirmation: “The Father and I are one.”  

Here lies our answer… What makes Jesus good is not his capacity 

to be virtuous, what makes Jesus good is the unique relationship he 

shares with the father, and that is something that cannot be found in 

anyone else.  

The word that John’s gospel uses for good in the title of good 

shepherd can also be translated as beautiful. Jesus, the beautiful 

shepherd. To recognize Jesus as the good shepherd, is to recognize in 

Jesus the beauty of God, and when we recognize beauty, it is irresistible 

isn’t it? 

Think about it… What do you find beautiful? What are you 

attracted to? What catches your attention? A beautiful tune, a beautiful 

face, a beautiful body, a beautiful scenery… what makes you get up and 

walk towards something? Beauty draws us in in mysterious ways, and 

before we know it, in goodness and beauty we experience love. If Jesus 

claims to be the essence of God’s goodness and beauty, then no wonder 

only Jesus can demand that we love him… not because he is capable of 

loving, but because he is love itself. He demands that we call him the 
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good shepherd, not because he can be good, but because he is goodness 

itself, and to recognize that is to find his voice both irresistible, and 

distinguishable from any other criteria of what we think good is.  

There lies the message of the Gospel, the good news, and even 

greater news is what Jesus will say a few verses later: remain in my 

goodness, in  my love… so that just as I and the father are one, you and I 

might be one as well. Jesus changes our category of what it means for us 

to be good.  

As Christians, goodness becomes who we are, not what we are 

capable of doing. Note what the disciples tell the gentile community in 

Acts of the Apostles in that first reading... They were people who were 

used to being told all the wrong they did, that they were immoral, that 

they were bad… but the disciples say to them, no you are light, you are 

good, you are beauty to the world. 

Anyone ever called you beautiful? That is the message today, Jesus 

has made you beautiful. When we accept this, that we share in God’s 

goodness, then our category of good and how we relate to others that 

might not fit our categories change. Instead of pointing out the bad in 

everyone else which makes them grow angry and divide, we bring light 

to the good in them, the good news that God loves, because if God is for 

us, then no one is against us, and us is them too. 

So there we have it. Jesus is the good shepherd, not because he 

does good deeds, but because he is the image of God, goodness itself. As 

a Christian, you are good, not because you do good things, we don’t 
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always do… you are good because Jesus has made you beautiful at a 

level that no one can ever take away from you. So, be good.  


