TALK
Sheep!  This has become the word to use in our house when things don’t quite go as we think they should.  SHEEP!
For this we blame Roger Jones, who wrote the musical “While Shepherds Watched”, and that whenever we have been out sheep have had a presence somewhere near.
Then there has been the Confused.com advert with the now infamous Sheep Whisperer.  Now there is this the lectionary reading for today all about sheep and goats.  Coincidence or what!
From the days of Abraham down to modern times, sheep have abounded in the Holy Land. The local tribes have largely been dependent through the centuries upon sheep for their living. The Jews of Bible times were first shepherds and then farmers, but they never abandoned entirely their shepherd life. The large number of sheep in the land can be understood when it is realized that Job had fourteen thousand sheep (Job 42:12), and that King Solomon at the Temple's dedication, sacrificed one hundred and twenty thousand sheep (I Kings 8:63).  The size of the flock gave a very good indication of the owner’s wealth.
The sheep was the utility animal, providing meat, milk and cheese, wool and skins for clothing and the prime sacrifice in the temple.
The youngest boy in the family often became a shepherd and as the son grows up he transfers his energies from sheep raising to helping the father with sowing, ploughing, and harvesting the crops, and passes on the shepherd's task to the next younger boy.  And so the job is passed from older to younger until the youngest of all becomes the family shepherd.  Such must have been the custom when Jesse raised his family of eight sons. "And Samuel said unto Jesse, Are here all thy children? And he said, There remains yet the youngest, and behold, he keeps the sheep" (I Samuel 16:11). David, being the youngest of eight sons, became the family shepherd. 
Over time, however, the shepherd’s job was pushed lower down the social scale until it was left to the poor and often homeless.  It was hard work, spending long days away from home protecting them from predators and thieves; making sure that the silly creatures didn’t wander off and get lost.  The shepherd had to lead them to fresh pasture daily as well as find a suitable well or stream to water them and then count them every evening as they were led into the protection of a fold.  Any missing sheep had to be found.
Flocks of sheep were often mixed with herds of goats and the goats could be used to help lead the sheep.   At certain times it was necessary to separate the goats from the sheep, although they may be cared for by the same shepherd that cares for the sheep. They do not graze well together, and so it frequently becomes necessary to keep them apart from the sheep while they are grazing. Dr. John A. Broadus, when visiting Palestine, reported seeing a shepherd leading his flock of white sheep and black goats all mingled together. When he turned into a valley, having led them across the Plain of Sharon, he turned around and faced his flock: "When a sheep came up, he tapped it with his long staff on the right side of the head, and it quickly moved off to his right; a goat he tapped on the other side, and it went to his left."  This is the picture the Saviour had in mind when he spoke the solemn words: "And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divides his sheep from the goats; and he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the left" (Matthew 25:32-33).

Jesus’s parable about the Lost Sheep (Luke 15 v4-7) was a re-telling of the story from Ezekiel, which, at that time, would have been a well-known part of the scriptures, but it is modernised and re-phrased to add emphasis to his words and give greater understanding to the people.  
Jesus is described not only as Lord, one most high, but also as Shepherd, one of the lowliest jobs in society at the time.  How often do we read or hear how he humbly accepts the lowliest of tasks, like washing the feet of his disciples; of being a servant and not a master; of making friends with those who are disliked - like the tax collectors.  But a shepherd has enormous responsibility, far beyond his worth, looking after the assets of his employer, leading them to safe pastures, grazing them near to still waters (sheep do not particularly like fast running streams), making sure that the flock is healthy and prolific. 
Sheep are notorious for repeatedly wandering off, always looking for the best plants that are tasty and have much needed vitamins and minerals, before settling to eat the ordinary grasses round about.  As a result they tend to move away from the group, spreading themselves over the hillsides and have to be brought back together when it is time to move on.
Shepherds of those times led the flock from the front and each sheep in the flock recognised and responded to the calling of the shepherd, each shepherd having his own individual call, and his own sheep followed him.  Jesus calls to us, leading us along the right pathway, providing us with everything we need, on our own journey to faith, and he is willing to go out and look for those that are lost and broken to bring them back into his fold.  He will do this as often as is necessary for each individual.
God gave human beings the gift of choice, to do as they wish, to assess and make their own decisions.  We can choose to wander away or to follow.  If we wander away and then change our mind we are always welcomed back into the fold without being judged - it is down to us to choose which path we take but at the end of time those decisions made earlier will determine where we will end up.





Mixed in with His sheep are many goats, again an example easily recognised by the Jews, and Matthew describes the time when it is necessary to divide the sheep from the goats.  Could this passage from Matthew’s gospel be a description of the Day of Judgement when the sheep, the followers of Jesus, are rewarded for the good deeds they have done through helping and serving others, especially those that are worse off than ourselves, while the self-serving goats who can think only of how they themselves can benefit from each situation in which they find themselves, are sent away.

