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Ah the sheep and the goats! Don’t you just love this passage?  Which one will you be?  
Will you be a sheep who has fed the hungry, clothed the naked or visited the sick and in 
prison who will be welcomed into the glory of heaven?  Or will you be a goat who did not 
feed the hungry, or clothe the naked, or visited those who were sick or in prison and 
whom will be thrown into the eternal fire?  How are you looking after the least of these? 
For me, this leads to thoughts about whether I spend enough time working with the poor 
and the last time I shook my head no when a homeless person asked for money. How 
much will be enough to assure that I am standing with the sheep? 
 
And then I hear about people like Father Gutiérrez, a Dominican priest and theologian 
who splits his time between his parish in Lima, Peru, where for fifty years he has lived 
and worked among the poor, and teaching at Notre Dame University. In 1971 he 
published a game-changer of a book called A Theology of Liberation, which established 
his reputation as the "father of liberation theology" and made famous the notion of a 
"preferential option for the poor." 

Paul Farmer was born the same year that Gutiérrez was ordained (1959). He's a 
Harvard MD and PhD (anthropology), clinician, tuberculosis specialist, author of 
numerous books and scholarly articles, recipient of a MacArthur "genius" grant, and 
Professor of Medical Anthropology at Harvard Medical School — when he's not living in 
a hut in his beloved Haiti, where he founded Partners in Health, or traveling a quarter 
million miles a year to lecture, visit prisons, or meet with the Gates Foundation. 

How can I compete with that?  And by going to this place, I think I have missed a very 
important part of hearing this gospel which is mentioned right at the beginning.  Jesus is 
the judge, not us especially when it comes to judging ourselves.  

 

So Jesus is the judge, but another important part is to remember who this judge is, who 
Jesus is. We need to remember the nature of Jesus.  Jesus is our leader, the king of 
our lives who loves us more that we could ask or imagine. He is the shepherd who 
searches for us no matter how far we have wandered away. As we hear in Ezekiel, “As 
shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will 
seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been 
scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness.” It is out of this deep love that Jesus 
calls us to care for others. 

Since most of us have not spent much time with shepherds and sheep, I found the 
following story 1 about a woman’s experience of herding sheep that I found helpful when 
it comes to knowing how Jesus loves us.   
 

                                                
1 http://sermon-stories.com/justice-love-reign-christ/ 
 



Her name is Jane and she spent two weeks at an interfaith spiritual and sustainable 
living community on the Isle of Erraid, part of Scotland’s Inner Hebrides. It was mid-
October and time for the sheep round up.  
 
The sheep needed to be inoculated and the lambs were now big enough to be 
separated from their mothers to be sold. So everyone, visitors and community members 
alike, turned out to help John, the local shepherd, round up all the sheep on this small, 
boggy, craggy, rocky island.  Before they left all gathered in a circle holding hands and 
said affirmations and prayers for the sheep and for a safe roundup.  
 
John, the shepherd leader, gave careful instructions for our day’s work. Jane learned it 
could be a dangerous day for the sheep as they were herded from the high, rocky crags 
with their narrow paths and into the lower, broader pastures to the pens. Sheep had 
even been killed in past roundups. 
 
Part of the day she hiked about the island, helping to find the “lost sheep” and move 
them toward the sheep-herding border collies who could gather them into a flock.  
Other times she simply stood on one of the heights and watched the shepherd signal to 
his dogs that were working small groups of sheep into the larger flock. There was such 
trust, grace and intense communication between the shepherd and his dogs as he 
whistled to them and called out brief commands.  
 
There was such huge concern in the whole community for the sheep as fellow creatures 
in God’s creation and not just animals raised for the livelihood of human beings. She 
understood like never before the biblical imagery of a shepherd gathering in the sheep. 
The dogs became examples for her of those who lead in the church, lay and clergy, in 
their attentiveness to and cheerful cooperation with the shepherd in the detailed work of 
gathering the flock.  
 
Sure enough one sheep was lost that day. It was confused by the noise and the dogs 
and fell from a cliff to the bog below. A great cry of lament went up from the human 
community as they watched the accident. Around the dinner table that night, they gave 
thanks for a successful roundup. But those gathered also remembered with sadness 
that despite the careful work of the shepherd, the dogs, and the community, the sheep 
had lost his footing and fell to his death. The prayers and affirmations they had said in 
the morning were poignant memories. The shepherd ate with them and he was visibly 
affected by the loss even though he knew all the other sheep were safe and accounted 
for in the pens. The dinner became another image of God’s gathered community in the 
church.  
 
The shepherd John and that whole community that gathered that day gives us a 
glimpse into the deep care, the love and wisdom that Jesus leads us with. This is the 
love Jesus calls us to have for all especially the least of these.  So don’t get caught up 
with what will happen in judgement time. Get busy now. We will never know if we are 
the sheep or the goats because that judgement is not up to us. We might not be Father 
Gutierrez, Paul Farmer or even Mother Theresa, but if we live knowing that deep love 



that Jesus has for us, and let that guide our actions, then we will be bringing about the 
God’s kingdom especially as we look out for the least of these. This is how we become 
sheep. 


