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SESSION 3: “I AM THE GOOD SHEPHERD”

Day 3: The Shepherd and the King
You may recall from the short introductory video that you watched during your very first session of Unusual Gospel for Unusual People a comment I made comparing the early church to an indie band. When indie bands sign with major labels, their artistic direction always evolves (often for the worse). Christianity did something similar in the fourth century when the Roman emperor Constantine had what you might call a conversion experience during the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312 CE. A later emperor adopted Christianity as the official state religion of the Roman Empire in 380.

What does this have to do with the Good Shepherd? I’m glad you asked! The earliest visual depictions of Jesus that still exist are painted on the walls of catacombs beneath Mediterranean cities. Early followers of Jesus used these catacombs to conduct their worship. After all, it was illegal to be a Christian at the time. While persecutions were not happening every day, it was definitely not altogether safe to be a Christian. The early paintings on those catacomb walls depict Jesus as the Good Shepherd: a young man with a sheep slung over his shoulders (perhaps a conflation of the Good Shepherd story in John and the Lost Sheep story in Luke). You can see why this image of Jesus would be attractive to those early followers: the shepherd was a protector, guide, and sustainer of the sheep.

Fast forward to the Imperial Christianity of the fourth century, and the dominant image of Jesus was a king of heaven, enthroned with orb and scepter in hand. Could this image be more distant from those earliest pictures of Jesus as shepherd? Of course, Jesus is a king, but he’s one who defines kingship in a markedly different way than the Imperial images. For Jesus, a king acts like a shepherd.

This brings up a question: what are the dominant images of Jesus in our own day? How do we relate to him? How does popular culture do so?
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