
Ah… the sheep vs. the goats:  we’ve all grown up wondering which image best fits us.  At first, I was puzzled why Jesus used these examples and spent a good deal of time this week reading up on goats.  Are sheep more inherently good than goats?  Or is that they just don’t get along, sort of like cats and dogs?

But then, the last time I was in Scotland, where there are thousands of sheep and goats, I noticed that they co-exist rather well.  In fact, they’re actually rather courteous to each other.  Goats will occasionally head but other goats but that’s about it.  But that still doesn’t make one good and the other bad; it just makes them different.

You may be thinking:  “But Fr. Bill… Jesus says right there sheep are good and go to heaven and the goats are bad and go to hell.”  Really?  Here’s some food for thought:  Striking thing:  neither the “sheep” nor the “goats” are particularly aware that what they’ve been doing is anything but natural.  I didn’t quite get that until yesterday after breakfast.  As I sat to finish this sermon, Katy came to me and just started wagging her little stump; she wanted to be petted and held.  Unconditionally loving and completely unselfconscious and natural.  She was just being herself, quite naturally.  She was the best dog she could possibly be in that moment.  And so, in the story, the sheep are being sheep and the goats are being goats.
Why bring all this up?  Well, we’re a lot like both of them and—like it or not—we’re all connected.  Consider something else:  we’re all made in the image of God.  Scientifically speaking, we’re all made up of a substance called DNA:  Under a microscope, DNA is almost identical from person to person and from species to species.  We would all look almost exactly the same.  Everything is identical except for one nearly indistinguishable strand that makes each of us different.  In fact, only one or two very sub-microscopic strands make us different from other species!  This means that we’re all connected, to each other and with the rest of creation.  Yes, it even includes Jesus the man/Christ-God:  one in the same connected to us in DNA and in spirit.

If we’re all connected, everything we do affects everything else.  But we still need to know if we’re sheep or goats.  So, let’s find out now what we are.  

At some point we’ve taken the opportunity to do some act of kindness in God’s kingdom.  I’d like to see a show of hands:  how many here have done something for someone in need?  All of us?  Congratulations!  We’re all sheep!  What a relief!  

But wait a minute… it’s just as likely that we’ve all at some point or another, chosen not to act in mercy.  Let’s be honest.  So, let’s have another show of hands:  How many here have ever denied an act of charity for whatever reason?  Be honest now.  Ah, pity… seems we’re all goats.  Does this mean that God one day will suddenly cast us into hell for being “goats?”  No, not at all and besides, it’s not the point of the story. 
The point of the story is not that we are either sheep or goats because the truth is that we’re usually both from time to time.  It’s important that we accept our “sheep-liness” but at the same time discover the nature of our goat-hood.  In other words, we’re all sheep but are we good goats?

We call this the story of final judgment, but whose final judgment are we really talking about here?  Are we talking about God’s judgment of us or our judgment of ourselves and especially others?  Are we talking of a hell of God’s choosing or ours?  I ask this because God is a healer, not a punisher.  Why else would he have sent Christ to live and die among us?  
Christ is both shepherd and king, a merciful king and a wise shepherd of both the sheep and the goats.  God has made us sheep and goats ad we can be good goats.  Everything we do affects everything else.  This includes not only prayers but actions right down to each breath we take.  The same, by the way, applies with prayers we don’t make and actions we choose not to do.
Christianity is the only religion I know of with a backwards reward system.  We can’t earn our way into the Reign of god, it’s a “done deal.”  But on any given day or moment we can actually earn our way OUT of it!  This, in a nutshell, is the essence of Christian struggle:  It’s too easy to earn our way out by justifying ourselves out of doing the next right thing.  But we’re all still connected; excuses simply don’t work
Today is the Feast of Christ the King or, if you prefer, The Reign of Christ, a new celebration.  It was instituted by Pius XI to combat nationalism and secularism.  Sounds like a feast for our time!  This is a feast that doesn’t ask us about our nationality or our worship or our beliefs.  It asks us how our worship has transformed us.  It confronts us with what kind of goats we are.  It asks us:  like the sheep, do our righteous acts come naturally or not?

In our baptismal covenant, we all accepted Christ and when we did that we also accepted all of the needy of the world with him, because that’s where he is.  He can come to us every day, but not in Technicolor glory.  He can come to us each day in the faces of others, sneaking up on us looking for help.
I have a secret to share:  I prayed fervently for a miracle for us last week… look what Christ sent us!  That miracle came at 4pm on Thursday.  As many know, Occupy Wall Street came in Havre de Grace on Thursday looking for one night’s shelter.  Whatever we might think of them, they were people in the cold in need of shelter.  Like it or not, we’re also connected to them.  My prayer is that we’ll have more opportunities like that.  Why?

St. Theresa of Avila once said 
Christ has no body now on earth but yours; 
yours are the only hands with which He can do His work. 
Yours are the only feet with which He can go about the world;
 yours are the only eyes through which His compassion can shine forth upon a troubled world. 
Christ has no body on earth but yours.

We end one Church year today and approach a new one.  We can make this year a transforming one, where acts of charity and righteousness become second nature.  Make this Advent a new beginning, an opportunit for all of us to look at how we might be good… no, not good but better goats.
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