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In Praise of Sheepishness 
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For Reflection : 
"In order to be an immaculate member of a flock of sheep, one must above all be a sheep oneself."                                                                        
Albert Einstein 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 23  
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:  
he leadeth me beside the still waters. 
He restoreth my soul:  
he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil:  
for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:  
thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life:  
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever. 

  
Gospel Reading: John 10:11-18                               
“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. The hired hand, who is 
not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs 
away—and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. The hired hand runs away because a hired hand 
does not care for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the 
Father knows me and I know the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. I have other sheep that do 
not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one 
flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it 
up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I 
have power to take it up again. I have received this command from my Father.” 
 
Sermon:  In Praise of Sheepishness 
 When I started going to church and then, when I began attending classes in seminary, one of the 
first things that struck me, was that people of faith had a peculiar fascination with sheep.   Sheep this; 
sheep that; and when not a sheep, a shepherd.  There were literal and figurative uses of the imagery 
and to an outsider, it seemed an almost secret language, a code, communicating things to the faithful 
that it didn't to anyone else.  
 As you know, I didn't grow up in any religious community, and I did grow up in the suburbs.  
Prior to my entry into the church in graduate school my entire personal exposure to sheep was when I 
was three in the Children's Petting Zoo at the Philadelphia Zoo – a sheep ate my dress while I was 
petting it –exposure of another kind.   
 The combination of my lack of exposure to either Scripture or sheep meant that as I approached 
my studies, my attitude was one of guarded respect.  If I had difficulty understanding one of the "sheep 
texts”—there are 493 mentions of sheep, flocks and shepherds in our scriptures—I was certain it was 
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because it was because of the large gaps in my sheep knowledge.   I therefore became a bit of an 
armchair expert on sheep.   And since, in this text, as in many, we are clearly the sheep, it might be good 
for all of us to understand a little more about the nature of sheepishness.  We will consider some of the 
characteristics of sheep, and how we as the metaphorical sheep of God's flock might better understand 
the possibilities and challenges of faithful sheepishness.  Forgive me, in advance, for those occasions 
when I overstate the obvious.    
 Sheep are among the earliest animals to be used for domestic purposes and are raised primarily 
for economic purposes—fleece, meat, milk.    While we do not believe God has created us to make ends 
meet, we do understand that we were not created for ourselves alone, but that we are to respond to 
our God.  As asks and answers, The Shorter Westminster Catechism, “What is the chief end of man?" 
"Man's chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever." 
 Much has been made of sheep intelligence or lack thereof, but testing has revealed sheep IQ is 
slightly below that of pigs and on par with the intelligence of cows.  Not a flattering comparison for 
humans, but held together with our understanding of the purposes of creation—to glorify God—it is a 
good reminder that we are not at the top of the knowledge chain or any other one in all creation,  for 
that matter.   It can serve as a reminder that we too need to learn, to follow and to trust, instead of 
being sure we know all that can be known and need no aid.    
 Sheep have a unique combination of vision attributes.   They have poor depth perception, which 
means they are prone to tripping and stumbling when traversing unfamiliar or uneven territory.  Enough 
said about human capacity to negotiate change in new territory.  Sheep have exceptional peripheral 
vision, most being able to see a range of 270-320 degrees—they can literally see behind themselves.    
We understand that God can and does gift humans with vision—glimpses of God's vision for what the 
word and we can yet become—and certainly a wide-range of vision is in aid to that.   A word of caution 
for humans, however:  sheep can see behind themselves in order to be aware of the threat of predators.  
Humans would wisely look back to consider where we have been and to see how God has led us to the 
point where we find ourselves in this day.  We would be foolish to keep an eye on the past with a 
nostalgic wish to live in it.  Perhaps, like sheep we might do well to be a little warier about what is 
behind us and how it could hinder our future.      
 Sheep are what is known as prey animals—many enemies, no defenses. (In the US, about one 
third of all sheep deaths are due to predation.)  Predators seek out the most vulnerable animals in any 
group—revealed by "complaining,” listlessness and weight loss.  Sheep, in fact, reveal very few of these 
signs when they are ill.  It can be hard to tell when a sheep is sick.  Humans are not prey animals, but we 
may share this trait when under threat—although I suspect the only ones we attempt to hide or deny 
our symptoms from is ourselves. 
 Sheep, as we may know, are prone to panic at real or perceived threats.  We definitely want to 
take a few notes from this chapter:  When frightened, sheep flock together—they do not separate 
themselves, locking themselves in walled enclaves called home or forts or militias or class or school 
districts or ideologies or parties—with or without arms.   They understand they survive and thrive or fail 
and die together.    

When frightened, sheep tend to move toward high ground—they do not move to the lower 
ground of fighting with one another, locking others out or beating up on enemies.    

When frightened, and, in fact, in general, sheep tend to move from dark places into the light—
not further into the darkness of ignorance or specie-ism or racism or any of the other ism's that are 
humanity's curse.   

When frightened, sheep urgently identify a leader, often simply following the first one who 
moves.   That may or may not end well for the sheep.  Humans may choose that option or they may 
freeze in place—huddling together without going anywhere, paralyzed by indecision—not a typical 
sheep failing—with one exception.  Sheep are grazing animals and will stay and overgraze land until the 
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pasture is destroyed and there is no food left without seeing the need to move on until that happens.   
Human communities, as we know, are prone to overgrazing spiritual ground, often in the hope it is going 
to regrow nutrients – (see "looking behind us" above).   

Our text reminds us that we don't and shouldn't follow the first one who comes along simply 
because there is movement.  We have a leader—one who has already come to the fore, and who has 
demonstrated wisdom and compassion in the tending of his sheep.    Our text reminds us that we have 
been given the power to hear his voice, to discern it even when it comes to us through others.  Our text 
reminds us that we are the sheep of a shepherd who will take us safely into the future. 

…  
Many years ago, when I was doing some of my initial research on this text, I interviewed a sheep 

farmer.  After he imparted to me much sheep knowledge, he said something I have never forgotten.  He 
said, "You understand, of course, that I am a sheep farmer, not a shepherd."  "I don't understand what 
you are trying to tell me," said I.  He responded: "Sheep farmers build fences.  We don't lead the sheep 
anywhere."         
 We are the sheep of a shepherd—not a sheep farmer.  One who does not build fences and trap 
us in a barren place.  We are the sheep of a shepherd who does and will lead us into a hopeful future.  
With trust in that shepherd, let us live in praise of our sheepishness—and let us follow.   
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                        
 
Loving God:  In the changing seasons, in changing lives, we find ourselves busier than ever, trying to 
finish some things, while beginning others.  We feel ourselves pulled forward and backward and 
sideways, and seeking rest, find ourselves not wanting to move at all.  Voices call us to stop and start 
and come and go and we want to cover our ears.  We have tried to do so much, forgetting that we do 
not do it alone.  We need your help being faithful.  We need the power of your compassion to care for 
one another.  We need the strength of your arm to reach out. 
 

In the silence, let us give all other agendas and ourselves  a rest... 
 

In the silence, let us still the clamor inside, and wait for a sense of your presence... 
 

In the silence around and within us, let us listen for your voice...    
 
In the silence, may we find the will and purpose to follow where you lead 

    
By the silence, and by your Spirit, may we find peace and breath and hope refreshed. 

 
All this we pray in the name of your Son, who taught us to pray together, saying...  

                         
The Lord’s Prayer 

 
 


