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May 3, 2020 
 4th SUNDAY OF EASTER—CYCLE A 

 
NEEDED: SHEPHERDS, NOT COWBOYS 

The Text: John 10:1-10 
 
 There was a time when the wild West was young and unexplored, untamed and unfenced.  
It was the late nineteenth century of United States history, and it only lasted three decades, at 
most.  But that period of our history is immortalized by cinema and novel in our national 
consciousness as if it lasted three centuries.  Thanks to Hollywood, we have forever fixed in our 
minds the images of gunfighters dueling at high noon in the main street, of sheriffs trying to 
protect a bit of decency for townsfolk from the lawless train robbers and saloon brawlers, of 
cowboys and Indians fighting for control of the prairie.   Ah, the time of the cowboys! 
 
 So, these days, our national nostalgia makes us long for the days of the cowboys, to 
return to that rugged and individualistic idealism when men were men, where you could tell the 
good guy from the bad guy by the color of hat they wore, and where we all could just be, 

Home, home on the range, Where the deer and the antelope play. 
Where never is heard a discouraging word, And the skies are not cloudy all day. 

 
 It seems everyone today wants to be a cowboy, to wear cowboy boots and jeans, listen to 
country and western music.  Cowboys are American icons.  And truly, cowboys, then and now, 
have many qualities to admire and emulate.  But for the purposes of this homily, and for the 
exploration of the gospel lesson for today from Saint John, we are calling for church leaders who 
are more like shepherds than cowboys.  Of course, we hope in so doing that we do not rekindle 
the prairie battles of the nineteenth century between shepherds and cowboys in the Western 
United States.  Those were battles for grasslands and feeding rights to the sparse vegetation of the 
plains.  But issues of historical economics are not our interest here.  Today we focus on the 
metaphorical differences between shepherding and cattle driving.  According to Jesus’ words as 
recorded by Saint John, Jesus clearly prefers the symbol of shepherding for those who would be 
leaders in His Church.  So, for us Americans who have been raised wanting to grow up to be 
cowboys, just what is the difference?  What is the distinction between the way shepherds guide 
sheep and cowboys guide cattle? 
 
 The first difference is one of attitude.  Shepherding is usually a vocation or a family 
business.  Cowboys are usually hired hands.  

From an economic perspective, it simply took a great many employees to run a cattle 
business.  In the Wild West, cattle had to be transported across the unfenced prairies to market 
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hundreds of miles away from the ranch.  This was before railroads and highways crisscrossed the 
land.  So the cattle rancher had to hire cowboys to herd the cattle along the open trails in order to 
sell his herd.  This was a very labor-intensive effort, requiring the employment of many part-time 
cowboys.  Shepherding, on the other hand, whether in the nineteenth century American West or 
in first century Palestine, tended to be more of a family business, requiring few if any employees 
outside the shepherd’s immediate family.   
 
 With this difference in mind, recall the illustration Jesus used in our gospel lesson 
referring to hired hands.  He contrasts the shepherd who would risk his life for just one of his 
sheep, as only a family member would do for the family business, from the hired employee who 
sees the job as, well, just a job.  It’s nice to be employed, sure, but very few employees care about 
a business the way the owner cares about that business, right?  Did cowboys try to protect the 
cattle from predators and dangers?   Yes, to some extent.  But nineteenth century cowboys were 
in a mass market, where success was measured by time efficiency and total tons of meat delivered 
to the butcher block.  A certain amount of collateral loss was expected as the herd moved across 
the plains.  A steer left behind due to a broken leg, or an occasional young calf lost to the wolves, 
was simply an acceptable cost of doing business. 
 
 A shepherd would never think about his flock in such a manner.  Shepherds often knew 
their sheep individually, counted them every day to make sure each one was accounted for, and 
would be unwilling to accept the loss of even one member of his flock if at all possible.  
Shepherds slept across the door of the sheepfold to protect the flock from predators and thieves, 
and to make sure the sheep did not wonder off in the night.  Shepherding was personal, vocational 
business.  Now which metaphor seems most appropriate for those who would be leaders in the 
Church, among those sheep of God’s flock?  If you were a member of God’s flock, and you and I 
are, would you rather have a priest or bishop or volunteer Christian worker who was a cowboy, or 
a shepherd?  It’s obvious, isn’t it?  Maybe that is part of the problem in the Church these days—
too many cowboys and not enough shepherds. 
 
 The other difference between cowboys and shepherds is methodology.  Shepherding 
involves leading a flock from the front, not driving them from behind. 
 
 Here the difference in style between cattle herding and sheep leading comes into sharp 
focus.  Cattle and sheep require very different types of direction.  Cattle are much more 
independent than sheep, and much more prone to resist the direction of the cowboy.  Do they 
know their fate at the end of the cattle drive, one wonders?  Anyway, these tendencies in cattle 
require the cowboys to drive them with whips, loud shouts, and ropes, in order to steer the steers 
toward the market.  Sheep are quite different in temperament.  Sheep do not respond well at all to 
driving from the rear of the flock.  Such a method would only confuse the flock and send them in 
all directions.  Instead, shepherds lead the flock, walking ahead of them, staying in plain sight, 
and the sheep simply follow their shepherd.  They do this because they know the shepherd, and 
because the shepherd knows and cares for them.  A good shepherd must be compassionate to pick 
out a path that is safe for the most vulnerable sheep in the flock.  A good shepherd must be 
courageous enough to protect the flock from any threat.  Jesus was such a Good Shepherd, as our 
gospel lesson teaches us today.  And those of us who would volunteer or serve vocationally as 
undershepherds to God’s flock, can do no less.  The Church does not need cowboys to drive her, 
but compassionate and wise shepherds who will lead, as Jesus leads.  O Lord, give us shepherds! 
 
 


