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Chapter 4 
 

This chapter deals with the Salesian educative and pastoral plan “starting from its 
guiding principle: pastoral charity”. Fruit of a personal encounter with the Lord 
Jesus, pastoral charity is “the heart of the Salesian spirit”, “the basis of the 
Salesian identity and the criterion that directs our spirituality”. It finds its most 
characteristic incarnation and expression” in the Preventive System. It is fitting 
then, that the bible passage chosen to introduce this chapter centres on Jesus’ 
commitment as the true shepherd to give us life and life to the full. It is for this 
reason that he came into the world. The pastoral charity of the Salesian derives 
from the love of Jesus the Good Shepherd. It will grow to the extent that, prior to 
dedicating one’s life to the young, the Salesian becomes part of Jesus’ flock, 
recognizes and heeds the voice of the Good Shepherd, and follows wherever his 
voice might lead. Without first living in the Lord’s sheepfold, it is impossible to 
become a Christian leader in the style of the Good Shepherd. This “educative 
passion” of the Salesian matures only if and when he or she knows that they are 
loved passionately and guided lovingly by Jesus the Good Shepherd.   
 

 
 “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” 

(Jn 10:10) 
 
 
Strictly speaking, Jn 10:10b is not part of the presentation of Jesus as Good Shepherd, but it is its 
immediate premise. Jesus begins his discourse with a controversy: there is a manner of shepherding 
that is not good for the flock. By means of the double image of the sheepfold’s gate and the flock’s 
pastor, Jesus alludes to the personal relationships he maintains with his community of disciples. His 
familiarity with his sheep allows him to communicate with them with ease, to guide them with security 
and to protect them effectively. As the gate gives access to the flock and to life, Jesus grants entry to 
the community and provides life in abundance: all other shepherds are not worthy of obedience 
because, rather than giving life, they steal it. The decision to follow Jesus leads to eternal life because 
he came for no other purpose than to give us life to the full. 
 

 
Jesus taught them saying, 1Very truly, I tell you, anyone who does not enter the 
sheepfold by the gate but climbs in by another way is a thief and a bandit. 2 The one 
who enters by the gate is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 The gatekeeper opens the gate 
for him, and the sheep hear his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them 
out. 4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep 
follow him because they know his voice. 5 They will not follow a stranger, but they will 
run from him because they do not know the voice of strangers.” 6 Jesus used this 
figure of speech with them, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. 
7 So again Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, I am the gate for the sheep. 8 All 
who came before me are thieves and bandits; but the sheep did not listen to them. 9 I 
am the gate. Whoever enters by me will be saved, and will come in and go out and find 
pasture. 10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may 
have life, and have it abundantly. 
 
 

 
I. REREADING THE TEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING  
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John 10 is written as a debate in two parts, between Jesus and the Jews. The second part 
occurs in the temple (Jn 10:22-39) where the conflict intensifies because Jesus identifies 
himself with God. The text we are considering belongs to the first part (Jn10:1-21). Its double 
allusion to the reaction of Jesus’ interlocutors (Jn 10:6, 19-21) indicates two sections, 
introduced by an identical formulation (Jn 10:1,7), which constitute, in fact, a single discourse 
of Jesus which uses different allegories: thief, mercenary vs. pastor, door. 
 
Jesus chooses his vocabulary and images from the world of shepherding. In the first instance, 
the description is generic and impersonal (Jn 10:1-5); in the second, Jesus identifies himself 
with the two images he had just mentioned previously (Jn 10:7-10). While these images are 
familiar to his listeners, their content remains enigmatic for them, and they do not understand 
(Jn 10:6). 
 
The comparison of the shepherd and the thief (Jn 10:1-6) is rooted in the ordinary lives of 
shepherds, a familiar reality for Jesus’ audience. Whether as owner of the sheep or as a hired 
hand, every shepherd had a group of animals with which he spend his days. During the night 
a number of different flocks were led into a single sheepfold, the gate of which was guarded 
by a gatekeeper. Anyone plotting to steal someone else’s sheep had to find a way into the 
fold, either by making a hole through its wall or by climbing over it. In the morning, each of the 
sheep would simply recognize the voice of their own shepherd calling them out of the 
sheepfold, and would follow him out to pasture.  
 
Curiously enough, in the words of Jesus, the figure of the thief/bandit/stranger surrounds and 
centres (Jn 10:1b,5) the figure of the shepherd (Jn 10:2-4). The contrast between these two 
figures focuses on how they behave when they approach the sheepfold (Jn 10:1-3a) and 
whether or not they are followed by the sheep when they leave it (Jn 10:3b-5). The 
shepherd’s manner of entering the sheepfold, and, once inside, the intimacy with which he 
relates to the sheep, indicate if he is or is not the legitimate shepherd. 
 
The true shepherd enters the gate by the light of the dawning day. His voice is familiar to his 
sheep and he knows their names. He precedes his flock and they follow him wherever he 
leads them. By contrast, the stranger sneaks into the sheepfold under cover of night and 
does not know the sheep. The success of one and the failure of the other turns on the flock’s 
recognition of their own shepherd’s voice, because the true shepherd is able to call each 
sheep by name (Jn 10:4,5; cf Is 43:7): sharing life together brings familiarity; familiarity 
provides the confidence to follow; the ability to attract followers is the measure of true 
leadership. 
 
With his explanation of this parable, Jesus offers more than a simple clarification. In reality, 
he is elaborating his discourse by repeating the introduction (Jn 10:1,7) and revealing himself 
as both the gate of the sheepfold and the good shepherd (Jn 10:11-18). He recalls in the first 
place the importance of the gate (Jn 10:1-2) as the criterion by which the good shepherd is 
distinguished from a bad one. Then Jesus goes further, identifying himself as that gate which 
serves as both the entrance to the sheepfold (Jn 10:7)  as well as the exit which leads to 
green pastures. (Jn 10:9; cf Ez 34:14, 25-31): he is therefore the way from which life comes 
and to which it flows, the means and the end of salvation. Whoever enters by means of him is 
saved; whoever leaves through him finds life.  
 
In Jn 10:10 Jesus stands in contrasts with the thief shepherds, those who do not enter the 
sheepfold by the gate, those who live at the expense of the sheep, rather than for them. 
Jesus states his case yet more forcefully: all who came before him are thieves and bandits 
who came to steal and kill and destroy the life of the sheep rather give life to them (Jn 
10:8,10). In addition to accompanying the sheep, knowing them and being known and 
followed by them, to give one’s life for the flock, is the authentic proof of the true and sole 
good shepherd.   
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From the lips of Jesus comes the confession of faith of every Christian community, a 
conviction that is rooted in ordinary daily experience: only in Jesus does one find security, 
guidance and nourishment. Although not explicit, Jn 10:10 serves as a serious warning to the 
leaders of the community: like Christ, gate and shepherd, they must give up their lives for 
their flock; if they do not, they are exploiting the very ones they were called to serve.  
 
 
II. MEDITATING THE MESSAGE & APPLYING IT TO LIFE   

 
Jesus has established himself as the shepherd of the flock and the gate of the sheepfold, two 
images that are admittedly far removed from our daily reality, but which describe accurately 
the mission which Jesus came to fulfill in our lives and in our community. The shepherd 
guides the flock by sharing his life with it. He is its leader, because he has no other concern 
but the flock; he knows his sheep because he is near to them both day and night. His flock 
recognize his voice because together with him they take their rest and enjoy their meals. 
Because he walks ahead of them, he makes it easy for his flock to follow him; unlike the 
farmer, the shepherd lives with his flock and lavishes all his care upon it. 
 
By presenting himself as shepherd, Jesus reveals his commitment to spend his entire life in 
the service of his followers, sharing with them time and space, rest and labour. As guide, he 
knows the way by which to lead his flock because he has already travelled it; as shepherd, he 
will not eat until his flock is safely out to pasture, nor will he rest until his flock has been 
gathered in safe shelter. For this reason, sheep and shepherd share a deep, mutual 
knowledge: prolonged periods of living together give rise to intimacy; shared labours and 
difficulties naturally builds trust and from that trust blossoms a spontaneous obedience.  One 
who is near to us, who walks just far enough ahead to lead us on and who is mindful to 
provide food and offer rest, makes discipleship attractive. It is no burden to follow a leader 
who has become a companion on our journey, to trust a guide who has already dedicated his 
entire life to our care, to obey a friend who understands our deepest struggles because he 
has already overcome his own.  
 
All of this, however, is no guarantee that we will allow Jesus to become our shepherd. 
Without a flock to lead, it would be delusional to consider oneself a shepherd. If we do not 
allows Jesus to guide us, if we reject his commitment towards us and ignore his voice by 
presuming his care for us or violating his commands, he can never become shepherd and 
keeper of our souls. For him to do so, we must decide to spend our lives with him, and entrust 
to him our journeys, our labours, our rest. Until we give complete and grateful assent to all 
that he asks of us, we will never experience his closeness to us nor have any intimate 
knowledge of him. Jesus’ commitment to walk near us throughout life will not help us if we 
refuse to follow him with our entire life. Unless we take seriously his commitment to us and 
strive to recognize how attentively he cares for us, we will remain oblivious to his presence 
and search in vain for the care which is already ours. 
 
No-one who has abandoned God has any right to feel abandoned by Him; if we follow other 
voices or pursue competing interests, why should we expect God to speak to us? The 
shepherd gives his life to whoever shares his manner of living, accepts his leadership and 
undertakes to become his friend. If one is to enjoy the attention of the shepherd or the 
security of a guide, one must live in the company of such a guide, walking the paths he walks 
and submitting oneself to his demands.  
 
It is fair to ask ourselves, therefore, why we live each day under so much stress and 
preoccupation, with so little security and trust?  How often do we ignore God and his will, 
resisting his efforts to transform us into his likeness and image, following competing voices 
and distancing ourselves from God until he feels more distant than ever? By not allowing him 
to shepherd us, by not allowing him to lead us or to defend us as he walks beside us, we find 
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ourselves yearning for his presence: If we allowed him to be our shepherd, we would want for 
nothing; his goodness and simplicity would accompany us all the days of our lives.  
 
Let us return, then, to his care. Let us allow his voice to guide us and trust that he will bring us 
abundance, security and rest. Jesus will be shepherd of our lives and will prove a powerful 
defender if we are intentional about becoming one of his followers; we will know that he walks 
with us if we follow in his footsteps and heed his voice. Courageous and fearless are those 
who walk close to God in confidence all the days of their lives. We need never feel 
abandoned by our protector God, provided we have not abandoned him to seek refuge 
elsewhere.  
 
It is not easy to understand Jesus’ commitment to be our companion-guide, jealous guardian 
and intimate friend. In order to be secure in him, his flock must enter through the gate; to 
come into life, the Christian must enter, body and soul, through Christ; there is no other way 
that leads to life, guarantees rest and provides home and nourishment: entering by means of 
him, we find ourselves with him. Only Christ can fulfill all our desires, satisfy our hunger for 
intimacy, calm us in the face of danger and fear, and lead us to where he has already 
prepared for us a banquet and a home. He said it and he will do it; it was precisely for this 
that he died and rose again! 
 
How sad is it, then, that we continue to settle for a few stolen moments of happiness, seeking 
petty and fleeting satisfactions at any cost, striving for a liberty that only enslaves us, all the 
while wasting the possibility which Jesus offers us to enter through him into life, and life in 
abundance? No-one deserves our attention and our obedience if not him who has proven his 
concern for our lives: Jesus has revealed himself our faithful guardian and the threshold of 
eternal life. Why do we hold back? Maybe someone else will come along who will make us a 
better offer? Do not squander this opportunity: return today, body and soul, to obedience and 
discipleship of Christ, regardless of the cost, to know that in Christ we are perfectly cared for 
and perfectly secure. If the Lord is our shepherd, we will want for nothing… We will walk in 
the valley of darkness and know no fear, certain that he who gave his life that we might have 
life in abundance is in our midst. 


