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Psalm 23

Revelation 7:9-17

This is “Christ the Good Shepherd” Sunday, which means our readings employ the image of a shepherd caring for his sheep; a metaphor for Christ’s care for us. 
But as soon as I say that I worry that I’ve lost some of you. There aren’t many of us who keep sheep. This is a lovely image but we have no idea what it means. 

Maybe that’s why from time to time you get devotional books talking about how faith is like having a dog, or being a dog, or some such thing. Dogs and cats we know. Sheep, not so much. 

Which is why I was so delighted when a friend in the Moveable Feast, my lectionary group, sent a link to us about an article he had read about sheep. David serves a church in Manhattan, Marble Collegiate, and you can bet not many of his flock know much about sheep. He was preparing to preach last Wednesday at their mid-week service. He said he found this helpful, and I did, too. It comes from Times online and the author is Ben Macintyre – a good Scottish name if there ever was one.
 
We have so much to learn from sheep. For the last week, through the horizontal Scottish rain, I have been observing my little flock of sheep with profound admiration. These animals I inherited, along with the patch of floating Scottish bog and bare rock on which they live, more than a decade ago. 
At first sight they are not much to celebrate. They are muddy, bedraggled, cantankerous and malodorous. They cost me a small fortune to feed, shear, medicate and keep alive, yet they contrive ever more complicated and expensive ways to die. Last year they contracted Orf (pronounced as in “get orrfff moy land”), a form of ovine venereal disease, the symptoms of which are too disgusting to be described in print. This year they have raging conjunctivitis, which means injecting their eyelids before they all go blind. 
Yet my sheep have this going for them: they are hefted. After countless generations on the same land, they have an inbuilt, inbred knowledge of where they come from. A hefted flock knows where the natural salt lick is to be found, where the medicinal herbs grow and which valley offers the best protection from the snow, depending on the direction of the wind; hefted sheep take in a mental map of their own territory with their mother’s milk. Zoologists say that it takes at least three generation to erase those memories. 

A hefted flock will never willingly leave its land. In the fell country, hefted sheep are left to roam without fences in the certainty that they will not wander beyond the frontiers of their hereditary mental map. Take them where they cannot wander home, and they are utterly lost… 

So much nonsense is spoken and written about the countryside, but the vestigial urge to be hefted may be one of the most intense but least noticed features of modern life. We travel faster, more widely, move more often and settle for shorter periods than ever before, yet at the same time we seem to crave a place to stay and return to ever more intensely. 

The glossy magazine about country life, the column of romantic ruralism, the news stories about people vying to live on a remote island, the allotment holder cultivating cabbages in the city, the spiralling prices for every rundown barn and derelict cottage: these are all, in the end, about a quest for heft, a closer association with somewhere, anywhere… 

I have lived away from Scotland for far too long to be genuinely hefted here, although I know people who are; farmers who can hear the weather in the wind, fishermen who know the contours of the coast by inherited memory. This last week, I have watched my children sloshing in the same mud I sloshed in as a boy, and chasing the ragged descendants of the ragged sheep I once chased, and hoped that this other flock is also a little hefted. 

I am certain that people grow into a landscape, and landscapes grow into the bone, leaving a permanent imprint that survives down the generations. If sheep carry a memory of place, so must every human, no matter how far we travel from our hefts. Place marks us all, and leaves its traces. 

I loved reading the article David sent, and I was grateful for his generosity in sending it to a whole bunch of pastors who know nothing about sheep. But what really struck me when I read it was not so much about sheep as about David. 

It struck me that my friend David is hefted, in his own way. He’s not from Manhattan, he’s from Columbus – he’s the son of Debbie Lewicki, the Presbyterian pastor who leads the Bible studies at Kendal, and the grandson of Jim and Janet Widmer, who were long-time members of this church. David isn’t hefted to Manhattan, and I don’t know if David is hefted to Columbus, but I do know that he is hefted to the place God dwells. He has dwelt in the house of the Lord his whole life long. It is home. 
We’ve been praying for David’s daughter Margaret Grace for some time now. Margaret Grace was born on December 31, at 28 weeks and 6 days of gestation. Not only was she premature, her mother Beth’s water had broken 11 weeks before Margaret Grace was born. Because of all that her lungs are severely compromised. She can’t breathe on her own. Finally they faced the inevitable, and Margaret Grace had surgery to put in a trach tube to help her breathe. It means that instead of coming home, Margaret Grace will be going to a nursing home to receive therapy. They don’t know when they will have their daughter with them. 
David sent us the article on Wednesday, the day he was preaching at Marble Collegiate on Christ the Good Shepherd. The next day was Margaret Grace’s surgery. 

I don’t know how they’ve gotten through all this. I know it’s been hard – I’ve read their ‘CaringBridge’ blogposts almost every day since Margaret Grace was born. And I don’t want to put words in David’s mouth about his faith or doubt or confidence or struggles – that’s his to tell. But I just keep thinking, David may not know sheep, but he knows the Good Shepherd, and he is hefted to the place of green pastures and still waters, even as they have faced down enemies and walked in the shadow of death. 

We may not be hefted to any physical place in this world. Macintyre is right, I think, that such stability is often rare these days. We may not know a piece of God’s green earth so well it is in our bones. But it is my dearest hope that we can be hefted here, to church, to the house of the Lord; to the green pastures and still waters God provides; that we will know the paths of righteousness as well as sheep know the path to the salt lick. 

There may not be a place we call ‘home,’ a place where we know the terrain like the back of our hands. But there will always be a home where we are known by name; where our tears are dried and a table is laid out before us. 

May we be hefted, too, to this place, and dwell in the house of the Lord our whole life long. 

Thanks be to God. 
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