
Sheep Dogs: A Metaphor for Right Living

During my spring class at seminary, I gave a morning devotional on our last day together.  I’d like to share it with you verbatim, and then expand it for our congregation:


This story was shared with me when I was deployed to Afghanistan, and in turn I shared it with both my sons as they headed off for boot camp.  This is almost certainly the only time you ever hear a devotional reading from a book called “On Combat,” by Lt Col Dave Grossman.  As I read it, you may scratch your head and wonder what this has to do with us.  Please bear with me, it may seem out of place at first, but it will make sense in the end.   


“One Vietnam veteran, an old retired colonel, once said this to me: ‘Most of the people in our society are sheep. They are kind, gentle, productive creatures who can only hurt one another by accident.’ This is true. Remember, the murder rate is six per 100,000 per year, and the aggravated assault rate is four per 1,000 per year. What this means is that the vast majority of Americans are not inclined to hurt one another.


“Some estimates say that two million Americans are victims of violent crimes every year, a tragic, staggering number, perhaps an all-time record rate of violent crime. But there are almost 300 million Americans, which means that the odds of being a victim of violent crime is considerably less than one in a hundred on any given year. Furthermore, since many violent crimes are committed by repeat offenders, the actual number of violent citizens is considerably less than two million.


“Thus there is a paradox, and we must grasp both ends of the situation: We may well be in the most violent times in history, but violence is still remarkably rare. This is because most citizens are kind, decent people who are not capable of hurting each other, except by accident or under extreme provocation. They are sheep.


“I mean nothing negative by calling them sheep. To me it is like the pretty, blue robin’s egg. Inside it is soft and gooey but someday it will grow into something wonderful. But the egg cannot survive without its hard blue shell. Police officers, soldiers and other warriors are like that shell, and someday the civilization they protect will grow into something wonderful. For now, though, they need warriors to protect them from the predators.


“Then there are the wolves,” the old war veteran said, “and the wolves feed on the sheep without mercy.” Do you believe there are wolves out there who will feed on the flock without mercy? You better believe it. There are evil men in this world and they are capable of evil deeds. The moment you forget that or pretend it is not so, you become a sheep. There is no safety in denial.


“Then there are sheepdogs,” he went on, “and I’m a sheepdog. I live to protect the flock and confront the wolf.” Or, as a sign in one California law enforcement agency put it, “We intimidate those who intimidate others.”


“If you have no capacity for violence then you are a healthy productive citizen: a sheep. If you have a capacity for violence and no empathy for your fellow citizens, then you have defined an aggressive sociopath--a wolf. But what if you have a capacity for violence, and a deep love for your fellow citizens? Then you are a sheepdog, a warrior, someone who is walking the hero’s path. Someone who can walk into the heart of darkness, into the universal human phobia, and walk out unscathed.

- - - - - - -

“Here is how the sheep and the sheepdog think differently. The sheep pretend the wolf will never come, but the sheepdog lives for that day. After the attacks on September 11, 2001, most of the sheep, that is, most citizens in America said, “Thank God I wasn’t on one of those planes.” The sheepdogs, the warriors, said, “Dear God, I wish I could have been on one of those planes. Maybe I could have made a difference.” When you are truly transformed into a warrior and have truly invested yourself into warriorhood, you want to be there. You want to be able to make a difference.

------


This is the end of Grossman’s story.  I concluded my devotional with this paragraph:


I am in awe as I look around at my fellow students, who make much greater sacrifices than I do to be here.  If I substitute “minister” for “warrior” in this story, and substitute “determination, love, or compassion” for “violence,” this story makes a great deal of sense for us.  It has become clear to me that I am surrounded by people who say, when confronted by pain, by injustice, by harm, by oppression, “I want to be there. I want to make a difference.”  When you are truly transformed into a minister and have invested yourself into being a minister, you want to be there. You want to make a difference.  Bless you all.


While this was originally written to my fellow students at seminary, it is just as applicable to each one here.  Let me expand on this metaphor a bit.  First of all, as with any metaphor, nothing is set in stone.  We can mold it and shape it to make more sense.  I would start by suggesting that if we divide people into three categories, a rather arbitrary and simplified model to be sure, I would also suggest that we can switch between these three animals on a daily basis. 



For instance, there are plenty of times I want nothing more than to be a sheep.  I want to lead a peaceful, non-confrontational life.  I want others to do the dirty work of law enforcement, fire-fighting, teaching, counseling, and many other difficult and demanding tasks.  Being a sheepdog is hard work, and it requires endless diligence.  It can wear you out.  We all deserve and need time to be sheep.  It allows us to be better people.


There are times we even become wolves.  We may not use physical violence, but we certainly can use verbal and psychological violence.  There are times we become irrationally angry and hateful.  Being a wolf can provide some immediate satisfaction, but at the cost of long term damage to our relationships. Hopefully we will fit the urge to be a wolf.

And then there are times we need to be sheepdogs.  Since we are in the world of the metaphor, let’s stretch our imaginations a bit.  In Lt Col Grossman’s story sheepdogs use violence to protect sheep against wolves who also want to use violence.  But we don’t need to limit this to physical force.  What if our children are under attack in more subtle ways? What if their education is being assaulted by those who wish to undermined science in the name of religion?  A sheepdog might help form The Hands on Science Center.  


What if the wolves of despair attack the homeless?  A sheep dog might be on the board of directors of the local homeless shelter, standing guard.  If the wolves of ignorance and illiteracy circle our children, a sheep dog might advocate tirelessly for the imagination library. There are endless examples.


The thing to remember is that the sheepdog ACTS.  The sheepdog is not afraid of a fight.  The sheepdog will not sit idly by while the wolves attack.  And they do attack.  All the time. When the assaults on our religious freedoms come, when justice is denied, when the vulnerable are abused, when the minorities are discriminated against, may we wise enough, brave enough, and determined enough to be sheepdogs, not sheep.

Amen and blessed be   
Sheepdogs
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