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Rev. Joseph Keating 

4th Sunday of Easter (A) / Good Shepherd Sunday 

Homily 

 

During my time in seminary I had the chance to teach a catechism class to a group 

of fourth-graders.  I used many different sources to prepare my lessons, but my 

favorite source was a well-worn copy of the Baltimore Catechism.  One of the 

things I love about it was all the illustrations.  In very typical 1950s drawings, the 

basic teachings of the Church are illustrated.  Throughout the book, many of the 

pictures involve images of sheep.  Every time there is some lesson about Christ 

leading his flock, you see pictures of sheep.  The sheep are meant to represent us, 

the followers of Christ.  One image that sticks out to me is that of a sheep pen.  

The pen has four sides, which say “ONE, HOLY, CATHOLIC, APOSTOLIC.”  And 

there are sheep in the pen, and there’s a gate, with more sheep walking in thru 

the gate, led by a shepherd.  I can’t think of a more perfect picture for the Gospel 

reading today. 

 

This Sunday is known as Good Shepherd Sunday.  Jesus, in the gospel today, says 

“I am the gate.”  In another place, he says, “I am the Good Shepherd,” and we are 

all familiar with the image of Jesus as the Good Shepherd, but today he says he is 

the gate.  And that makes me think of that sheep pen from the Baltimore 

Catechism.  The pen represents the Church.  In the creed we say, “I believe in 

ONE, HOLY, CATHOLIC, and APOSTOLIC Church.”  Those are the sides of the pen.  

And the gate for the sheep pen is Christ.  Nobody comes into the Church except 

through Christ.   

 

But the parable also mentions shepherds.  And who are these shepherds?  The 

ones whose voices the sheep recognize and who lead them into the verdant 

pastures?  Let me offer you two images of shepherds. 

 

One of the faculty members at my seminary told this story about a shepherd he 

encountered in the Holy Land.  He was on a bus with a pilgrimage group, touring 

thru the countryside, and the bus had come to a stop—when out the bus window 
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he spotted a shepherd.  The priest was already entranced with just being in the 

Holy Land, in awe of everything around him, and so when he saw this shepherd, 

he thought, “This is perfect!  Here I am in the Holy Land, and there’s a shepherd, 

and there’s got to be some deep theological symbol that God is trying to show me 

here.”  Just then, one of the sheep began to stray from the herd.  The priest 

remembered from the gospel how Jesus leaves the 99 sheep to go after the one 

lost lamb.  So, he watched the shepherd closely, waiting for him to emulate 

Christ, the Good Shepherd.  Surely, he would pick up the lost sheep, place him 

lovingly on his shoulders, and carry him back to the flock.  Just then, the shepherd 

bent down, but he didn’t bend down to pick up the sheep.  Instead, he picked up 

several rocks, and began hurling them at the sheep, trying to get it to change 

direction.  This was not the image of the Good Shepherd he was hoping for. 

 

Fortunately, my own experience of shepherds wasn’t quite so terrible.  Once I 

took a weekend to visit the mountainous countryside near Norcia, the birthplace 

of St. Benedict.  It was a cloudy day, and you know how on overcast days the wavy 

green grass seems to be even more intensely green, like the verdant pastures in 

psalm 23.  As we were driving we saw this shepherd, and he looked the part.  He 

was wearing blue and gray clothes, worn out from years of use, and the sheep 

were following him.  I am sure he must have smelled like the sheep.  There were 

no other people around, only him and his sheep.  And I remember that as we 

drove by, he smiled and waved to us.  That, to me, is my image of a good 

shepherd, who leads his sheep to green pastures. 

 

Thus we return to today’s parable, wherein Jesus says, “I am the gate.”  So, if 

Jesus is the gate, then who is the shepherd?  In the Book of Jeremiah God says, “I 

will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge 

and understanding.”  These shepherds are his priests.  Jesus trusts his priests with 

pastoral care of his flock, and for the continuing the mission of making disciples.  

He trusts his priests to lead them to himself, the gate, thru which we come into 

the Church, thru which we come one day to the verdant pastures of heaven. 
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This is a big responsibility and it would be impossible if it weren’t for the grace of 

God.  In the Sacrament of Holy Orders, a man receives a threefold responsibility:  

to teach, to govern, and to sanctify.1  This is what a priest of Jesus Christ is 

ordained to do.  And in our first reading from the Acts of the Apostles, we already 

see these priests, the Apostles, executing this threefold office. 

 

In this reading, we pick up where we left off last week.  We encounter Peter, who 

has just been exercising his office of teaching.  He has been opening the 

scriptures for the Jews, explaining to them that this Jesus who they crucified was 

actually the long-awaited Messiah.  And the Jews are like, Uh oh.  Have you ever 

had one of those moments?  Uh oh.  What have I done?  I didn’t know what I was 

doing!  What now?  So Peter, having piqued their consciences, rather than 

condemning them, immediately opens the way to repentance.   

 

Here we see Peter in the act of sanctifying.  He baptizes the people, reconciling 

them to the Father.  You see, the primary way that Christ sanctifies his Church is 

thru the sacraments.  He gave the command to the Apostles to go into the world, 

to baptize, and to make disciples.  Peter is carrying out this mission already in 

Jerusalem, making disciples of the Jews, proclaiming a message of mercy and 

bringing them into the Church.  Baptism is always the first sacrament we receive.  

We might even call it the “gateway” sacrament. 

 

Thirdly, Peter exercises the office of governing.  we all remember the scene from 

Matthew’s gospel when Jesus puts Peter in charge.  Jesus says, “who do you say 

that I am?” and Peter responds, “you are the Messiah, the son of the living God.”  

And Jesus responds, “Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonah, for flesh and blood 

has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father.  And so, I say to you, you 

are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the 

netherworld shall not prevail against it.  I will give you the keys to the kingdom of 

heaven.”  Here, as we Catholics understand it, is where Jesus makes Peter our 

first pope.  He sets Peter as first among the Apostles to govern the Church.  And 

 
1 CCC 1592 
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what symbol does he use?  Keys.  Keys, which are for opening and closing a door, 

or perhaps a gate.  Today, the visible sign of Peter’s governance is found in our 

Pope, the successor of Peter, who governs the Church, leading the flock of Christ 

thru the gate, who is Jesus himself. 

 

And so, in Peter, we already see the threefold office of the priesthood:  teaching, 

governing, and sanctifying.   

 

As I mentioned, this Sunday is Good Shepherd Sunday.  And as we remember 

Christ the Good Shepherd, we also remember his “little S” shepherds.  Our 

bishop, Michael Olson, is our shepherd, a successor of the Apostles, appointed by 

Pope Francis, successor of Peter.  I, along with the other priests of the diocese, am 

a cooperator with the bishop, and it is our responsibility to shepherd our parishes. 

 

Brothers and sisters, I realize that you are all acutely aware of the need for more 

shepherds.  The truth is that it is a call—a vocation—and that call comes from 

Jesus Christ. 

 

I first heard that call when I was in college, at the moment I would say that I was 

finally evangelized—enthusiastic about being a Christian.  But I put that thought 

away, admittedly for selfish reasons.  At that time, I didn’t want to give up the 

things that priests are asked to give up. 

 

Slowly over the next eight years, I fell deeper in love with the Church, and in zeal 

for the gospel.  I reflected long on the words from the gospel: 

• Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 

sake will find it.2 

• Everyone who has given up houses or brothers or sisters or father or 

mother or children or lands for the sake of my name will receive a hundred 

times more, and will inherit eternal life.3 

 
2 Matthew 16:25 
3 Matthew 19:29 
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• No one has greater love than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.4 

 

And slowly, my selfish motivations could no longer stand.  I heard the voice of 

Jesus speaking directly to me, calling me, not in some extraordinary way, but in 

his Holy Gospel. 

 

And still today he is calling many more young men to serve as his priests.  I believe 

he is even calling some of you.  It is the duty of every young Catholic man to ask 

himself the question—is Jesus calling me to be his priest? 

 

Our Diocese of Fort Worth currently has around 30 men studying to be priests, 

and most of them are younger than I am.  It takes a long time to become a priest.  

For those who come in without a college degree, the formation process takes 9 

years.  For those with a college degree, it takes a full 7 years.  Many people ask 

me why it takes so long.  Well, first of all, there is a lot of philosophy and theology 

to cover.  This knowledge has come in handy on more than a few occasions, like 

the time the Jehovah’s Witnesses knocked on my door, looking to convert me.  It 

wasn’t long into our conversation before I recognized that these folks deny that 

Jesus Christ is God.  Without my seminary training, I wouldn’t have known how to 

respond to them, nor would I have developed the patience to converse with them 

for an hour and a half.  Seven years of seminary did that. 

 

But that’s just the intellectual formation.  There is also the pastoral formation, the 

practical side of ministering to God’s people.  There is the spiritual formation 

pillar, wherein we create the habit of prayer and meditation, and study the 

wisdom of the Saints.  There is also an aspect of human formation, in which we 

learn to be healthy, industrious and civilized men of strong moral character.  This 

is why it takes 7-9 years to train a priest. 

 

The flock of Jesus Christ in North Texas continues to grow.  Tens of thousands of 

people move into our diocese every year, and a significant part of these people 

 
4 John 15:13 
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are our Catholic brothers and sisters.  They come from other parts of our own 

country, as well as foreign countries from all continents.  Here in North Texas, 

they desire the same things we all desire—a safe place to be productive, raise a 

family, and educate their children, all the while pursuing a relationship with Jesus 

Christ and his Church. 

 

Currently, we are blessed to have one seminarian from our parish, and we will 

have an additional one this fall from our school.  I pray that next year we will have 

even more young men seeking to become shepherds of the flock of Christ.  It is 

such a joy to give the sacraments to the faithful, to baptize, nourish and 

strengthen those who belong to Jesus.  We must all pray for more priests, and 

foster a culture where we can listen for the call of the Good Shepherd.  This week, 

whether we pray here in the church once again, or pray remotely from home or in 

our cars, let us intentionally pray for all priests, present, and future, that we may 

follow the example of Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd. 

 


