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Good morning everyone 

I'd like to start out by sharing a childhood memory with you.  It may sound familiar if you grew up in the 
60’s or 70’s. Sunday nights were special in the Duncan household. After dinner we would head to the 
den, pile up on the couch, cut on are large black and white TV, and tune it to ABC. 

I couldn't wait to watch The Wonderful World of Disney but before it aired we watched Mutual of 
Omaha’s Wild Kingdom hosted by Marlin Perkins and Jim Fowler.  Marlin and Jim went to far off places 
where we saw exotic animals.  I remember seeing zebras, antelope, gazelles and wildebeest moving 
across the savannahs of Africa. Occasionally a lion or tiger would show up and chase the herd; the 
animals would bunch up and zig and zag across the grasses to avoid the predator.  Many times all would 
end well but once in a while one of the babies or weak animals would get separated and become dinner. 

I share this with you because I was fascinated by this herd behavior. 

What does this have to do with our readings today?  If you listened closely to our then you may have 
noticed a theme.  Except for the epistle, there’s mention of sheep and yes, shepherds, but most 
definitely sheep in each passage.  Sheep, as we all know also are herd animals and share some common 
characteristics with their wild brethren. 

They are referenced more than any other animal in the Bible and for good reason. Due to their docile 
nature, they were among the first to be domesticated. We can go back to the Old Testament, starting 
with the book of Genesis and we find Abel as a sheep herder. We also see Sarah and Abraham tending 
to their flocks and their herds.  

Yes, the ancients understood sheep, they were an integral part of the culture. This explains why they are 
mentioned more than any other animal in the scriptures. Whatever the context, the people of the day 
would understand the message.  But today, many of us don’t spend time around sheep or any other 
livestock for that matter. As a result, we may miss the meaning in our readings and they are just as 
relevant today as they were back then. So, let’s take a few minutes to unpack the nature of sheep:  

1. Sheep have no sense of direction but they cannot be driven, they must be led.   
2. Sheep are not agile - if rolled onto its back, it may not be able to get up without assistance, can 

become distressed and die within a short period of time 
3. Sheep are not meant to carry burdens – they are not pack animals. 
4. Sheep will settle for less – they aren’t particularly picky and don’t often know what’s best for them. 
5. Sheep cannot care for themselves when wounded, they need the Shepherd to tend to them.   
6. Sheep are prey animals – they tend to graze in flocks and have virtually no protection from 

predators.  They do not bare their teeth, have sharp claws, or growl. The best they can do is run 
away or kick.     



7. Sheep follow the voice of their shepherd – they have a remarkable instinct for knowing the his/her 
voice. 

Additionally, in Biblical times, 

8. Sheep were valuable – Shepherds made many sacrifices for their flocks to ensure their safety for 
they were a primary source of income in Middle Eastern cultures.  And  finally,  

9. Sheep were thought of as innocent – Throughout both the Hebrew scriptures and the New 
Testament, sheep have represented purity and innocence. 

So, we can conclude that sheep need a lot of help, they aren’t equipped to do much without their 
Shepherd.  But to be fair, sheep do have several great qualities. They usually co-exist peacefully, they 
are gentle, and they accept guidance from a known authority figure.  That said, this gentle disposition 
makes them incredibly vulnerable.   

Now, as you know, the Bible uses sheep as a metaphor for people, God’s people. The Shepherd typically 
represents God or Jesus but not always.  Given this, let’s reconsider our readings and see how they apply 
to our lives. 

First, I would argue that many of us may not be too keen on being called sheep.  We may distain or at 
least a healthy skepticism of authority. Additionally, we live in a culture that values individualism.  No, 
we don’t want to be led through our daily lives, we want to be in control.  But the reality is, we are 
sheep.  

Like sheep, we need to be protected from hostile people and powers.  The metaphorical lions and 
wolves of our time - political, commercial, and religious predators threaten our humanity. They mistreat 
immigrants, perpetuate racism, promote religious nationalism, and seek to oppress the disenfranchised. 

Like sheep, we can overgraze our land - we are threatened by own appetite. Look at our 
overconsumption of natural resources such as fossil fuels and the impact it has had on climate change. 
We are a threat to ourselves and to our world. 

Like sheep, we can go astray.  We can wander off looking for the greener pastures – looking for things 
that aren’t good for us or don’t even exist.  We live in a consumer society and are bombarded with ads 
telling us what we need to own, how we should look, that we need to have “things” to be successful.  
This materialism separates us from God. 

Those are just a few examples of our sheep-like nature. So, if we can agree that we are sheep then we 
must also agree that we need a shepherd. 

So, who is a shepherd in your life?  Who has a significant impact on how you live? What are those forces 
and who are the people in your life who call the shots? Who forms your life most fundamentally?  What 
are they leading you to – financial freedom, perfect health, promise of a worry-free retirement?  

Each of us have these shepherds, and even though we think that we are free, we do in fact serve these 
shepherds.  And many of our modern-day shepherds are like the false shepherds we heard about in 



Jeremiah.  The prophet calls out the failure of these corrupt kings of Judah to protect the people and the 
resulting destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians.  

Nothing has changed – I’ll name a few of today’s shepherds and you decide if they are false shepherds 
or not.  Some of these people may not be a shepherd to you, but they are to others. 

Former President Donald Trump, the late congressman John Lewis, and Kim Kardashian.  Bottom line is 
ask yourself, “Is this shepherd leading me to life abundant, to be fleeced, or to be slaughtered?” 

Well if we know there are false shepherds – what if there is no shepherd?  That’s what we find in our 
Gospel reading from Mark this morning. Let’s listen to again in pertinent part: 

As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were like 
sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things. When they had crossed over, they 
came to land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. When they got out of the boat, people at once 
recognized him, and rushed about that whole region and began to bring the sick on mats to wherever 
they heard he was. And wherever he went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the 
marketplaces, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it 
were healed. 

Here we find Jesus full of compassion for the people who are lost, who are in need of guidance.  Jesus 
understood that people need God for the same reason sheep need shepherds. This simply is a fact of 
life.  We cannot stand alone, and we are not immune from authority and their guiding influences. Jesus 
knew this and this is what brings out his compassion for the crowd; they are like sheep without a 
shepherd. And he begins teaching them. Needless to say these people already had shepherds but they 
were false shepherds like the ones we heard about in Jeremiah.   

So what is the message from our scriptures today?  Be a skeptical sheep and continue looking for the 
Good Shepherd.  Along the way, when you encounter other shepherds, ask yourself, “Is this person 
leading me to life abundant, to be fleeced, or to the slaughter?” 

You know the answer, there’s only one true Shepherd. Without Christ at the center of our life, we have 
no direction.  We lack protection on every side and whether we want to admit it or not, we cannot carry 
a heavy burden - we will not fare well on our own.  We need Jesus to walk with us on our individual faith 
journeys and to guide our spiritual family, or flock if you will, or we will be lost. So let us pray to be open 
for Christ to always be present in our lives and guide us. 

In closing, I would like to offer for a prayer based on today’s psalm: 

O God, we know that when we are lost, you will find us.  If we are scattered in the darkness and in 
dangerous places or in harm’s way, you will rescue us.  You will give us good pasture and allow us to 
securely rest in your grace. You will bind us up when we are wounded, and you will save us from those 
who would exploit and abuse us. We know that you know us and love us and that we are the sheep of 
your pasture. You are our God and we are the flock under your care. Because we are your sheep, O God, 
we will lie down in peace, trusting in you.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen 


