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 I always love the story of the sheep and the goats.  If you imagine the scene 

played out, it sounds very pastoral.  Sheep and goats - friendly little creatures that they 

are - are happily mixed together in a field, perhaps playing together, perhaps eating.  And 

then Jesus comes and separates them into two group - the sheep and the goats.  It’s a very 

pastoral scene if we don’t think about the idea that one of these groups is destined to go 

to hell.  And obviously, the story is not about animals at all.  The story is an invitation for 

us to consider how we treat other people, based on the simple idea that all people are 

children of God and therefore, everyone you meet is either your sister or your brother. 

 One interesting thing about the story is what is NOT in it.  In the story, Jesus 

separates the people who will go to heaven from the people who will go to hell based 

solely on how they treat each other.  Notice there is nothing in the story about how you 

will go to heaven if you go to church, or give lots of money to the church, or laugh at the 

minister’s jokes no matter how bad they are.  There is no reference to faith at all.  In this 

story, your fate is determined 100% by your actions, not your faith.  So what about 

people who claim that only Christians go to heaven, or only people who say the “Sinner’s 

Prayer” - or meet some other requirement - go to heaven?  According to this story, none 

of that matters.  How do we understand that? 

 There are at least 3 ways to understand that idea.  One way is to take it at face 

value, decide that faith per se doesn’t matter, and focus on leading a life of service to 

others.  That’s the essential message from United Church minister Rev. Gretta Vosper, 

who is driven by the idea that the way we live our lives is more important than what we 

believe.  There are large movements today based on that simple idea. 

 Another argument popular with biblical scholars is to remind ourselves that the 

gospel of Matthew was written to a particular audience, an audience of faithful people.  
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And so it is possible that in this story, Matthew doesn’t mention faith because he was 

speaking to a community of faith and didn’t feel the need to mention it. 

 Another argument - which is not very popular - runs along these lines.  As we 

have been reading in 1 Thessalonians the past couple of weeks, there was a belief that 

Jesus would return on a cloud - with the sound of a trumpet - and the faithful would be 

sucked up in to the sky, to join Jesus in the cloud.  According to one Messianic Jewish 

interpreter, the story in Matthew we just read happened after this - after the faithful have 

already left earth.  So Jesus comes on a cloud, sucks up the faithful people, and then lands 

at Pearson for the sheep and the goats event.  It’s an interesting interpretation, but it 

makes me wonder - why would Matthew create a story for people who would never hear 

it because they were not listening to Matthew preach anyway?  Perhaps Matthew wrote 

the story to answer the question, “but what happens to my neighbour, who is such a nice 

person, but she’s not part of the Jesus club - can they go to heaven too?”  The story is like 

an escape clause for people who are not in the Jesus club. 

 In any case, the test that Jesus uses is impossible to pass.  It’s like an early version 

of the Louisiana Literacy Tests from the 1960.  You remember reading about those?  The 

State decided that in order to vote in elections, you had to be literate, so they created a 

“literacy test” to see who could vote.  However, the test was virtually impossible to pass.  

I myself would probably not pass it.  And on voting day, the authorities gave the tests to 

people they suspected could not read - poor people and black people - and thus 

disqualified many poor and black voters using a test that white people could not pass 

either.  That’s what the sheep and goats story is like, because nobody can really pass it. 

 When we realize that the sheep and the goats are in fact people - that they are in 

fact us - we are faced with direction from Jesus that is clear, and direct.  “I was hungry 

and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger 

and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took 

care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”  What do you think of this list of tasks?  

 For me, I struggle with this text.  For example, “I was hungry and you gave me 

food” sounds perhaps OK, but I would really prefer “I was hungry because I’ve been 

trying to find work but it just hasn’t happened yet and by the way I don’t spend my 
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limited money on drugs or alcohol, and you gave me food”.  Jesus doesn’t give us those 

qualifiers.  If a person is hungry we should feed them.  Period.  I don’t like that.  Are we 

really expected to take care of people who are not even trying to take care of themselves?  

Well, apparently, we are.  So much for tough love I guess.  And that’s a difficult message 

for us.  Besides, that list seems a bit out of date.  What list would we make up for today - 

here in Rexdale? 

[descend and ask for input on a new list] 

 This week I read a letter from an inmate at the Toronto South Detention Centre 

written to a local United Church.  The letter was shared with me for my insights on how 

to deal with it.  I just want to share a short piece of the letter with you, and I invite you to 

imagine that it’s written to us.  “I’m trying to get out right now on bail review but I need 

to get funds together to pay for the ankle bracelet program while I’m in treatment.  It 

costs $540/month so I’m hoping to find a few people by next month who could come to 

court and sponsor the program funding for me if possible.”  Here is a person who is 

asking for help, and I recommended saying “no” to him.  Did I fail the sheep/goat test?  

Perhaps.  But I have 10 reasons to say “no” to this guy.  Jesus’s idea that we should help 

everyone who asks is just too scary.  Is it even possible?  

 The story uses sheep and goats as a metaphor for ourselves.  To me, any two 

animals could have been chosen in the story.  But we have been given sheep and goats.  

So lets’s ignore the fact this story was not originally written in English, and take 

advantage of the worst pun a preacher should ever use.  It might be a bit cheesy, but here 

goes. 

 What is the difference between a sheep and a goat?  There are some physical 

differences, but there is an attitudinal difference too.  Sheeps are fairly compliant, but 

goats are more opinionated.  When they disagree goats sometimes butt head about things. 

Now - are you ready for the cheesy part?  Remind me, which animal do we NOT want to 

be?  Right, we don’t want to be a goat.  Because goats “butt” heads.  Goats butt. 

 It’s easy for us to “but” too.  Imagine being on a TTC bus, and you see a person 
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who clearly needs help.  What is your first response?  “But” I’m too busy.  “But” I don’t 

have spare change.  “But” the person needs professional help, not my help.  “But” I’m 

too old to help.  But But But But But.  It’s actually very easy for us to be like goats.  That 

is so cheesy.  And it is also very true. 

 In a few moments we will be celebrating Holy Communion.  Remember the 

bread?  [get some bread].  Is this the body of Christ?  No.  As we participate in 

communion ourselves, WE remind ourselves that we are the body of Christ.  Taking 

communion is when you agree that you are willing to be - or at least try - to be the body 

of Christ yourself. 

 I choose to read the story of the sheep and goats as a way to encourage us to 

honestly try to help other people.  To help even when it’s uncomfortable.  To help even 

when we really don’t know what to do.  Will we succeed?  Well, we can’t fix everything, 

but that’s not the point anyway.  Every day there are people we can help in small ways, so 

do that.  Let me tell you a secret.  The greatest need for most people is not money.  So 

don’t bother telling me (or yourself) that you have nothing to give to others.  The greatest 

need for most people is connecting with others and not feeling alone.  When people feel 

cared for, they do not feel alone.  So go find people - they are all over the place - and 

listen deeply to people’s stories.  Listen with care.  Listen with love.  Listen with your full 

heart.  We can all do that.  And that can help people find healing and wholeness.  And I’ll 

tell you another secret.  Spending time caring for others - even if they resemble the 

homeless Jesus on the bulletin cover - will bless you more than you can imagine. 

 I invite you to celebrate communion here in worship.  And I invite you to 

celebrate communion every time you meet a stranger on the street.  It’s really the same 

thing you know.  Be a blessing to others, and you will be blessed. 

Amen.
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