Ashdon Morning Service 18th July 2021: Trinity 7
Eph 2: 11-22; Mk 6: 30-34, 53-56
‘They were like sheep without a shepherd, and he began to teach them many things.’ (34b)
The imagery of shepherd and sheep is very familiar to us within our faith, and the metaphors are used within both the OT and NT.  Our final hymn ‘The Lord’s my shepherd’, taken from Ps 23, is particularly well known and loved, and the images of Jesus as ‘the Good Shepherd’ and of Jesus as the shepherd finding the lost sheep are captured in many works of art adorning walls in churches and cathedrals and they also appear as pictures in Bibles.

The metaphors are not used in the same way in every instance; so, sometimes the mention of the shepherd refers to God or Jesus, and in other instances it is a reference to the leaders of the people.  Similarly, sheep may refer to a large group of people as in this instance, or in another reference it may be to the people of Israel as a whole, or – as in the story of the lost sheep - it may refer to an individual.
The characterisation of the crowds Jesus here encountered as ‘sheep without a shepherd’ may echo back to OT references of times when Israel had deficient leadership, or it may be Jesus’ own critique of the inadequacy of the religious leaders of the day, or the emphasis of Jesus’ observation may be more about the sheep, referring to the behaviour of the crowd who were reacting on an instinctive basis, pursuing their specific and quite dire needs, or more vaguely hoping and looking for something better than their current experience, or just trailing along for entertainment as onlookers to an interesting news event.
Sheep, after all, are driven by immediate gratification of instinctive needs. They munch the next bit of green grass or whatever presents itself that seems edible (as we discovered in our previous parish when a whole lot got into our garden and had a banquet on some shrubs!).  They don’t think about where the next field is coming from or have long-term plans.
It is not difficult to draw parallels with the situation we live in today.  Certainly, at global level we are appalled at the suffering of so many people across the world often as a result of failure of their leaders, or hostile acts towards segments of their population.  Many people – too many people - struggle simply to survive.  They are driven back to basic instincts just to get by – perhaps.
At an individual level, for all of us, life will have its difficult times.  Some of us escape lightly; others have one or more difficulties in relationships, health, work, finance or simply being at ease with who they are.  Some of these issues can be persistent and seriously debilitating.  They can dominate and take over our lives apart from moments when we can distract ourselves with the TV or some other interest.  Our horizons can narrow, and although we may not be in the physical state of a refugee in a boat at the mercy of the waves, the experience can be much the same.  We can feel like a lost sheep with our perspective reduced to the next clump of grass to munch.
The important thing to note from our readings, however, is that we are not actually sheep!  I quoted at the beginning not simply that ‘they were like sheep without a shepherd’, but also ‘that he taught them many things’.  What Jesus was doing was teaching them to be fully human and to make decisions for themselves. It is fundamental to our nature that we can make choices and take responsibility; we are children of God, made in the image of God.  Jesus will have taught the crowds about the love and care that God has for them just as a shepherd cares for his sheep and goes to great lengths to retrieve every last one.  It is to him, to his life and teachings that we look for guidance and in so doing we look beyond what immediately impacts upon us.
Our status and nature is amplified in our first reading where we learn that we are ‘no longer strangers and aliens, but citizens and members of the household of God’.  And we are offered hope and peace.  Here, as citizens, we find our identity and sense of belonging, core to our wellbeing and which provides the overarching context within which we can place all the trials and afflictions which assail us.  It is here in the embrace of God that we can know we are loved and held, just as we are with no pretence or putting on a best face, with all our foibles and failings, as we will hear in our next hymn: Just as I am.
Amen
PAGE  
2
Ashdon
18th July 2021

