Homily – 4th Sunday of Easter (C)
Acts 13: 14, 43-52;  Rev. 7: 9, 14-17  &  Jn. 10: 27-30
	In August last summer, just before doing a big wedding back at Ampleforth, I had a summer holiday, my first for three years. Myself and Fr Wulstan, another monk of our community, went to Italy and spent the first couple of days in Ravenna, up in the north. Ravenna is an extraordinary city – made a World Heritage Site some years ago because of the beauty of its ancient churches and other archaeological features. Many of you will probably be aware that the key feature for which it is famous is its mosaics – classic examples of Christian art from the 4th-6th centuries.
	Looking at the apse mosaics – those in the round vault above the altar – of those early basilicas, one can almost see an evolution in their theology. The earliest show a jewelled cross in the centre: the sign of Christ’s crucifixion, transformed into the sign of glory. And, from right and left, walking towards the cross, are two groups of sheep, walking through lush pasture, through springs and fountains, surrounded by birds and trees. In Sant’ Apollinare in Classe, one sees a transitional stage. We still have the two processions of sheep, but they are walking towards the figure of a saint, the founder of the Church in Ravenna, their first bishop Apollinaris. Then in a second register above, there are three more sheep, looking towards another jewelled cross, two on one side, and one on the other. The cross is flanked by two figures, and in its centre is a miniature portrait of Christ. It is an early, slightly abstract, depiction of the Transfiguration – the two figures Moses and Elijah, the three sheep Peter on one side, and the brothers James and John on the other. The cross, the place of death, has become the place victory and of transfiguration. Lastly, in San Vitale, the apse contains a beautiful youthful portrait of Christ himself in the centre, dressed in the imperial purple, surrounded by angels and sitting enthroned on the globe. And towards him, on the right and left-hand apse walls there are two processions. They are no longer of sheep, but of the Emperor and his court on one side, and the Empress and her entourage on the other, bearing the paten and chalice towards the enthroned Christ in the Offertory procession for Mass. In some earlier churches, these processions continue down the whole length of the basilicas, with the male martyrs on one side, and their female counterparts on the other.
	Now you probably didn’t get out of bed to come to the Chapel this morning for a lecture on art history – particularly one without a ‘powerpoint’ to bring those images to life. Yet all those images are – in a way – a reflection on today’s gospel from John. Today, the fourth Sunday of Easter, is traditionally known as “Good Shepherd” Sunday, and the gospel readings are always taken from Jesus’ long discourse in Jn.10. Today’s reading is only a tiny fragment of that “Good Shepherd” discourse – and it comes from a particularly difficult period in Jesus’ ministry. He has just cured the “man born blind” – and caused outrage amongst the Pharisees. In the next chapter, he raises Lazarus from the dead – the final trigger for the Jewish leaders to decide he must die. And the last sentence of today’s gospel: “The Father and I are one” prompts his listeners to pick up stones to put him to death for blasphemy. Yet, paradoxically, surrounded by such controversy, Jesus words are not principally about himself – they are about us, his people, his sheep. Even in these threatening circumstances, his gaze is fixed, not on his own safety, but on his sheep, on those who listen to his voice, on those who follow him – like the sheep in those mosaics.
	And Jesus says something truly amazing at the end of that little passage: “The Father who gave them to me is greater than anyone, and no one can steal from the Father” (Jn.10:29). Amazingly, we are God’s gift to Christ. It is the Father, God himself, who has entrusted us to the care of Christ, the Good Shepherd, to lead us back to him. We belong to God, and we live now “no longer for ourselves, but for him who died and rose again for us” (2 Cor. 5:15). Each morning in this chapel, we remember that amazing fact, for in the Invitatory psalm at Matins we say, together with the whole Church each and every day: For he is our God, and we the people who belong to his pasture, the flock that is led by his hand (Ps.94:7).
	The Ravenna mosaics remind us that there are many, many ways to be a sheep of that flock, to be one who follows Christ. There are the processions of the sheep through the pastures, an image of all the baptised. There is the saintly bishop who is the icon of Christ as Good Shepherd. There are the martyrs, men and women, looking towards Christ. There are the Emperor and the Empress, their Archbishop, their generals, their soldiers and their serving girls – all looking towards Christ, all walking towards him in the great procession of faith, all bearing their gifts to become an offering to him, just as our gifts here this morning will become the perfect offering of Christ to the Father, in which we share, in which we are united.
	There is but one thing that is important as we seek to be the sheep of God’s pasture, that flock that is led by his hand. And – as you might guess a Benedictine might say, since it is the first word in the Rule – that one thing necessary is that we should listen for the voice of the Shepherd, listen so that we might follow, listen so that we might not go astray. And if we do, then we too will find – as Christ did, who is both our Paschal Lamb and our Good Shepherd – that whatever the cross we walk towards with him, it will become for us too the place of transformation, the place of transfiguration, the place of glorification. Amen.
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