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Conventual Mass                             I Am the Good Shepherd

The image of the Good Shepherd is one of the most 

common representations of Christ we find in Christian art. 

There are frescoes of Christ as the Good Shepherd in the 

catacombs which date to the third century.  A famous statue 

of the Good Shepherd dating from the beginning of the 

fourth century can be found in the Catacomb of Domitilla, 

Rome.  Representations of the Good Shepherd are found in 

every age in stone, mosaic, stained glass and paintings 

down to our own time.

My favorite is the twelfth century mosaic over the apse 

in the church of San Clemente, Rome.  A complete 

crucifixion scene is set against a gold background.  At the 

very bottom of the mosaic is a row of sheep.  Strictly 

speaking this representation of the victorious cross is not a 

representation of the theme of the Good Shepherd.  For me, 



however, with the sheep at the bottom, the mosaic points 

vividly to the statement Jesus made of himself: “I am the 

good shepherd.  A good shepherd lays down his life for the 

sheep.”  The swirling vine branches, the four rivers of 

Paradise, the angels and prophets all depicted in this mosaic 

illustrate the ultimate triumph of the resurrection.  However, 

no matter how gloriously portrayed, the cross itself 

demonstrates the infinite love of God which drew the Word to 

become one of us and lay down his life that we might live.

Some of the representations of the Good Shepherd that 

I have seen show a rather sanitized Jesus in pastel robes 

carrying a very clean sheep on his shoulders.  We urban 

dwellers are not familiar with the hard and dirty work, the 

care that sheep entail.  Jesus’ audience knew what 

shepherding was all about.  It is about feeding the lambs and 

the sheep, bringing them to good pasture lands and water, 

grooming and clipping them, delivering new lambs, leading 

them and teaching them to stay together, going off after the 
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wandering lost ones, and protecting the sheep in the field 

and the fold.i The shepherd establishes a bond with his 

sheep so that they follow him wherever he leads:  “I know 

mine and mine know me.”

My mother used to tell me about the shepherd in her 

village.  If a storm broke out at night, the shepherd and his 

daughter, lantern in hand, would have to go out and talk to 

the sheep to calm them.  Otherwise, in their fear, they would 

break out of their fold and rush headlong into disaster.  They 

would listen only to the shepherd or his daughter.  

“I am the good shepherd and I know mine and mine 

know me just as the Father knows me and I know the 

Father.” Jesus’ knowledge of the sheep does not come from 

observing them and their individual characteristics.  It is of a 

different order:  “just as the Father knows me and I know the 

Father.”  It is not intellectual knowledge, but a mutual 

knowledge, the knowledge of love, of union.  This mutual 

love involves the flow of life, the Father’s life, which is love, 
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into Jesus, and the life of the Father and of Jesus into Jesus’ 

followers.ii                                                                             

We are made for love.  It is the selfless love that we see 

depicted in the Good Shepherd that has made this image so 

dear to the Christians of every age.  The bond of Jesus with 

his followers is made by Jesus giving his life to and into his 

friends.  This giving is an unconditional caring that has the 

well-being of his friends and followers at its core.  It does not 

back off when difficulties arise.  In fact, Jesus dies that his 

followers might live.  This union of love is characterized by 

his total self-giving and is what makes him a good shepherd. 

The shepherd dies that the sheep may be safe. iii  

“I will lay down my life for the sheep.” This is said not 

metaphorically, but actually by dying on a cross.  “No one 

takes it from me, but I lay it down on my own.  I have power 

to lay it down, and power to take it up again.”  This is not like 

the shepherd who fights the lion or the wolf to his death. 

This is certainly heroic, but the sheep that are left after the 
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predator is done with them are left without their defender and 

are easy prey.  The death of Jesus, the good shepherd, is 

not a defeat.  By taking up his life again, he will instead add 

to his flock, leading others as well who are not of his 

sheepfold and making them into “one flock” of which he will 

be the “one shepherd.”iv

“This is why the Father loves me, because I lay down 

my life in order to take it up again”’  “This command I have 

received from my Father.”  These words bring us to the heart 

of the relationship between the Father and the Son.  God’s 

commandment is the expression of his love for the Son and 

the sheep he has given him.  In turn, the love with which the 

Son dies for his sheep shows how greatly he loves the 

Father.  To be one of the Son’s flock and let oneself be 

guided by “the good shepherd” is to love him, and with him 

and like him, to love the Father.v

The gospels not only show us who Jesus is, but give us 

a way to follow.  In Jesus it shows us what we can become if 
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we open ourselves completely to God’s action.  As we reflect 

on the love and care God has for us as manifested in Jesus, 

we are challenged to examine our own love and care for the 

Father as shown in our care for others.  What immediately 

comes to my mind as an example are those survivors of the 

Holocaust and similar tragedies who owe their lives to the 

love and courage of those who risked their own lives by 

hiding them.

We may not be called to such heroism, to literally lay 

down our lives as Jesus did, but there are the many 

opportunities great and small which occur in everyday life.  It 

may be as small as making a phone call, visiting the sick, 

giving an understanding look, or an unexpected gift, any act 

which puts my needs second to the needs of another, all 

those acts great or small which involve a dying to self that 

the other may live more fully.
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