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The parable of the Good Samaritan. The parable of the Prodigal Son. The parable of the Lost Sheep. There are many wonderful parables of Jesus in the New Testament that give you warm fuzzies about God’s love and God’s grace. 
The parable of the sheep and the goats isn’t one of them.

Nope. The parable of the sheep and the goats is a parable a lot of people hate. It makes you feel warm alright, but warm with the fires of hell toasting your toes! 
It’s a great vision of Christ … if you’re sure you’re a sheep!  Off to heaven with you!
But if you have even the slightest hesitation in asserting your absolute sheepiness,  if you think even for a second that you might be a candidate for goat school, well, it’s bad news for you. Off to the other place!

Whenever you failed to give food to the hungry or water to the thirsty or shelter to the homeless, you didn’t just fail that person, you failed Christ himself. Mess up just one time, boom, it’s hell for you.
It’s a terrible, frightening parable. What on earth is going on here?
In some ways, Jesus is saying nothing new. The Old Testament already said something like this, or at least set us up for it.  

Let’s go back, oh, say 39 books in the Bible to Genesis and start there.
The passage from Genesis we heard this morning tells us that humans, both male and female, are made in the image of God. That’s important. We can’t get anywhere if we don’t remember that.  
But what does it mean?

In the ancient world, of course, they had images everywhere.  An image for them was a statue of a god, maybe Isis or Osiris, or Asherah or Baal, or Marduk or Tiamat, or Zeus or Athena, or any of thousands of other gods.  
In case you were wondering, the gods I mentioned were some of the gods of the Egyptians, the Canaanites, the Babylonians and the Greeks.  You see, everyone had them.  Images were everywhere, and people worshipped images. 

Now, that sounds super stupid.  I make something out of wood, or even silver or gold, and then I bow down to it and worship it.  Dumb as a post, right? I’m worshipping something I myself made!
Except that they didn’t think they were really worshipping the wood or the silver or the gold image. What they thought they were doing was quite different. 
They knew that the gods weren’t right there.  They knew that they were off on Mount Olympus or somewhere, and that humans normally couldn’t go there or interact with them. 

They knew this. The gods are inaccessible and invisible, so what are you going to do?

Well, make the god accessible and visible in some way!  

To honor the god, they made a little statue and when they did something to the statue, to the image of the god, maybe they clothed it in special clothing, or they fed it a ceremonial meal, or they paid it a visit in its temple, they thought the god would see that from the mountaintop or from heaven, or wherever the invisible god was, and would pay attention to it, and would consider that they were doing that action to the god, and not to the statue.

It’s a bit like back in 2003, if you can remember that far back, when US troops invaded Iraq and the Marines went to Firdos Square in Baghdad and pulled down that giant statue of Saddam Hussein. When that statue toppled, it was a symbol that Saddam’s regime was toppling. 

No, we hadn’t caught Saddam yet, but his power was gone, and when we pulled that giant statue of Saddam down, everyone knew that what we were really doing was sending a signal to Saddam, and to all his people, that his reign was over.  What we did to the statue symbolically was what we were doing to Saddam in reality.

The ancients thought of their images of the gods in the same way.   What you did to the image, you were doing to the god.

And, according to the one true God, it’s a terrible way of thinking about things. This way of thinking was so ingrained in the ancient world that the real God made a commandment about it in Exodus, the big number two, the Second Commandment: 

“You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.”

And the reason for all this goes right back to Genesis: the invisible God made men and women to be God’s visible and accessible images in the world!
We don’t have to make images of God out of wood or stone or even silver and gold. We already have all the images we will ever need right in front of us in other people, people who are made in the image of God, just as Genesis said!

If we want to show our love and honor and respect for the one true and living God, we can do it through showing love and honor and respect to the true and living images of God that are around us every day. What we do to other people, we are doing to God, because they are the images of God, and what we do to them, we are symbolically doing to God.
Jesus isn’t saying anything new in the parable of the sheep and the goats.  It was already in the Bible way back in Genesis.  But Jesus is reminding us that that really annoying guy who just cut us off is an image of Almighty God, and when we give him a dirty look or the finger, well, we’re kind of doing that to God, too.
And it reminds us that the person who is asking us for help, or even who is in desperate need but too ashamed to ask for help, that person is an image of God, too.  Do I want to show my love for God? I can help that person, and it is just as if I were helping God.
I find this an incredibly useful way of thinking for dealing with difficult people and impossible situations.  I don’t always succeed, but when I’m in a difficult situation, I can imagine that I’m not dealing with Joe Annoying or Irene Irritating, but with Jesus in disguise, just as we heard in our contemporary reading today.
Sometimes I imagine it really literally, as if Jesus really had dressed up as a poor homeless bag lady on the street to see if any of his people would help her – or rather, him!

The Scripture hints at this when it says that we sometimes entertain angels unawares.   
In the parable, Jesus expresses it this way: “whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters, you did for me.” It sounds new, but it’s the same thing the Bible has been saying since Genesis: the way we treat each other is the way we are treating God.
Both the sheep and the goats can’t believe it. “When,” they say, “did we ever see you?”  Both groups say that.  And Jesus replies that he’s been around all the time, offering opportunities for people to respond to him, to do something to honor the one true living God in the true and living images of that God found in other people. 

Both groups say the same thing because they are, in fact, not two groups, but one group. We are all in both groups, aren’t we? I mean, maybe I go to the hospital on Thursday to visit a parishioner! Great! I’m a sheep! 

But then I don’t go on Friday. Oh no, I’m a goat! 

I donated food to a food bank last week. I’m a sheep! But I didn’t bring in anything this week. I’m a goat.

I helped a homeless person find shelter last year. I’m a sheep. But not this year. I’m a goat.

And on it goes. 

Even if we help most of the people around us who are hungry, thirsty, homeless or in prison, we are going to miss some of them. We just can’t get everyone who is in need, no matter how much we try. 

It’s not that we don’t do these things sometimes. We do visit people who are sick. We do provide help for the hungry and the homeless. We do visit people who are in prison. 

But we don’t get everyone. We are both sheep and goats. Sometimes sheep, sometimes goats. 
And maybe that’s part of the point. The parable pretends to divide people into two groups, the sheep and the goats, two groups that can be easily separated. 

That’s the way of the world. We like to think in such terms. 
But the parable undercuts that division by making both groups identical. They both say the exact same thing to Jesus, using the exact same words.   

Add to this the fact that we are uneasy about this parable, unable to assign ourselves convincingly to either group, the very fact that we aren’t sure where we belong, whether we are, in fact, a sheep or a goat, points us beyond the easy division of people into two groups, sheep and goats, good and bad.

There is no such easy division. We sometimes do sheepy things, we sometimes do goaty things.  All people are like that. We are all mixed, a sheep-goat hybrid, a shoat or a geep.
The parable is warning us against making such easy divisions for ourselves, as being all good, and for others, as being all bad. 

All are made in the image of God, and thus all are supremely good and supremely important, to be treated as if they were Christ in disguise. But all are fallen people, too, not loving God and other people with all our heart and souls and mind and strength, at least not all of the time.
So how should we respond to this parable? First, by looking at others as if they were Jesus himself, in disguise, here to share his life with us.  By treating others as well as we can, recognizing that the image of God is standing right before us, we make ourselves as sheepy as possible. 
But secondly, by recognizing the need for grace for ourselves and for others. If we are to be judged by the great Judge on our own merits, it’s going to be a near run thing.  We may have been there for Jesus in disguise, but we may have missed him once or twice, too.  We need grace.
Once we recognize our own need of grace, it’s easier to offer it to others as well. 
And, thirdly, it’s important to remember that one who is judging us in the parable is Jesus himself, who gave his life for us, to get us into heaven and out of the other place.  

He is the same one who said, “Forgive them, father, for they know not what they do,” as he hung on the cross where we had put him.

The judge is the same person who gave his life for all the goaty times in our lives, is the one who calls himself the great shepherd of the sheep, who lays down his life so that they might live.
We realize that we are sheep because he has called us that, not because of the sheepy things we have done, but because of his great love for us, because of who he is: he’s the Shepherd. We follow him. That makes us sheep.
We are sheep because we follow the shepherd.  That’s how we know who we are. Not from ourselves, but from him. Not for what we do, which is a mixed bag, but from whom we follow.
We can love this parable because we know that in the end, Jesus chooses to look at the sheepy side of things, that he chooses to see the good in us rather than the bad, because he has chosen to be the Great Shepherd to the Sheep in spite of the fact that some of us are pretty goaty. 
That’s grace. That’s God’s love. And that, in the end, is what inspires us to be better sheep, and to look for Jesus and the image of God in every person we meet. Amen
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