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May 03, 2015 
Fifth Sunday of Easter 

 

At the end of Mass last Saturday afternoon, as I read aloud the prayer after communion, I thought something 
sounded strange about the words that were coming out of my mouth, but I didn’t think too much more about it.  
At the end of the 8:15 Mass last Sunday I was paying closer attention to those words and I realized that they 
sounded strange because they didn’t make any sense.  And by the end of the 10:30 Mass I was fully aware as I 
began that prayer that I was about to lead you through a text that was incoherent.  Here’s what it said: 

“Look upon your flock, kind Shepherd, and be pleased to settle in eternal pastures the sheep 
you have redeemed by the precious blood of your Son.” 

Let us consider this:  The kind shepherd has a Son.  The Gospel of the day, however, quoted Jesus as identifying 
himself as the Good Shepherd.  Therefore, according to the prayer, it was not Jesus who saved us, but it was 
rather his son, who is apparently the Grandson of God.  I’m not sure what his name is.  Of course in the world of 
grammar we refer to a prayer like this as a case of mixed metaphor.  Jesus can be a Son or Jesus can be a 
Shepherd, but he can’t be both at the same time in the same way. But in this case it gets even more complicated 
because these aren’t just metaphors or figures of speech.  When we name Jesus as “God’s Son,” that’s literally 
true.  and when we name him a Shepherd, that’s mostly true too, once we know that—as the Psalm says it—
”We are His People, the flock of the Lord.”  I know I’m getting a bit sidetracked here and I’ll let the prayer go 
until next year.  But in the gospel today we find that Jesus is at it again:  “I am the Vine, and you are the 
branches.”  That really is a metaphor because whoever our Lord is, it is not this.  (Show vine).  So if it’s not this, 
then what do those words mean? 

It is very notable especially in the gospel of John—unlike some other gospel writings—that Jesus desires more 
than anything to have us come to know who he is.  Here we have chapter after chapter of his so-called “I am” 
speeches.  “I am the Shepherd, I am the Gate, I am the Living Water, I am the Bread of Life, I am, I am, I am…”  
And in his greatest display of frustration before his death he throws up his hands in exasperation and says to his 
disciples, “Really?!  After all the time I’ve been here you still don’t know me?  I AM!”  Even after his resurrection 
in John’s gospel, when Jesus returns to the Sea of Galilee where his friends are fishing, we are assured yet again 
that as Jesus called to them from the shore, they didn’t know who he was.  So if today’s words from Jesus “I am 
the Vine” don’t make it all crystal clear for us, we’re at least in good company.  If the phrase doesn’t mean that 
our Lord is thin and green and shiny, then what does it mean?  Well in part it means what he says it does: The 
vine is our life source, our cause of fruitfulness, the reason for our hope.  Our relationship with Jesus is one of 
utter dependence.  All true.  But that’s only part of the story, because it’s possible to know all these things about 
him and yet still not much know him at all.  To put it a different way, it’s possible to understand the metaphor 
without being in any kind of relationship.  If anyone bows down in worship of this (show vine) because if Jesus’ 
teaching, then we can say that such a person has both correctly, fully heard the words and has utterly failed to 
get it… because the words are intended to point to a person, and a metaphor will never lead us into a 
relationship of love. 

It’s really not much different from the way we all try to make ourselves known to others.  Who am I?  I am a 
priest.  I am your pastor.  Well, yes.  And no.  I am not my title, or my status, or my job description.  That is not 
the heart of “I.”  I am also a brother, a son, a friend, a teacher, a godfather, a colleague, an American Irish 
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Catholic guy.  All of those are true statements about who I am, and none of them gets to the heart of “me.”  For 
you to know any of that stuff about me is not wrong; it’s just not yet truly to know me.  The only way to know 
who “I AM,” for me, for you, for Jesus Christ, is to be in relationship beyond the words.  So let the vine and the 
branches—this metaphor—speak truly and deeply to us about our Lord.  But don’t think for a moment that this 
suffices to comprehend very much about the “I Am” of God.  Not yet.   

Today is, of course, First Communion day for these wonderful children of ours.  It’s a day that calls us back to 
many other true and important aspects of Jesus.  As he tells us, “My flesh is true food and my blood is real drink, 
and whoever eats this bread and drinks this cup will live forever.”  There is far more than a metaphor that we 
take and consume from this altar.  Those words of the Lord are literally true, even if nobody can hope fully to 
understand it all.  But although these are not metaphors, we need to be just as careful about what they mean 
and what they don’t mean.  For the same reason that it’s impossible to love a vine, even though it’s very 
possible to know very well what a vine is, it is also impossible to know and love bread and wine, no matter how 
appealing it may be and no matter how well we’ve learned out catechism about Eucharist.  If it is not truly the 
person, Jesus Christ, whom we discover through our sharing in this banquet, then we still don’t yet understand, 
and we surely don’t yet love.  And it takes a lifetime truly to recognize the depth and breadth and love of the “I 
AM.”  Today begins a whole new way for our young people to draw near to Jesus—an absolutely unsurpassable 
way—but not a magical way.  It requires an open heart, ready to be filled will surprising delight from our loving 
God.  He works very, very hard to make himself known to us and to all people.  We need to be ready to work 
too—to be ever alert for his revealing himself in all kinds of different ways.  We rejoice today for these children 
who are themselves the disclosure of God’s love to us all.  We may use lots of metaphors to name them too—
firecrackers, dynamo, angels, demons, whatever may fit.  But they are sacraments of Jesus, who is the very love 
of God. 

 

 

 

 


