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[bookmark: _GoBack]Twenty five years ago - I think February or March of 1994 - the idea of being a shepherd changed for me . . .

I was a second year seminarian in Maryland.  People I had become friends with in Baltimore County had a small farm with a few animals, including several sheep.  They headed south for a couple of weeks, while I had a week’s vacation from seminary but wasn’t really prepared to head all the way back up to Northern NY - I had a lot of reading and studying to do.  So, I went to their house while they were gone, to house sit during the days, do some reading, go feed some of the animals, do a little bit of cross country skiing (yes, there had been a few really good snowstorms that winter in Maryland).  

Well, three or four of the sheep were pregnant.  One of the last words to me and my friends’ daughter was, “no worries, they’re not due for another month.”  Ha.

And so it happened that on the Friday night of that week, just around dusk at about 5pm, the phone rang from a neighbor to say “I think I heard a bleating, and it sounds like it might be a lamb and/or a ewe in labor.”  

Sure enough, two of the ewes were in labor, and one lamb had already been born!  Another lamb - we thought it had been still born - was set aside so that the others could be attended to.  Well, it suddenly gave out a weak bleat.  A neighbor came rushing into the house with it and we ran it under some warm water and rubbed it vigorously all over its body - to warm it up and to get it breathing.  It worked.  Pretty amazing!  We turned one of the bathrooms in the house into a lamb pen, and with help from a vet up the road, learned how to tube feed this tiny lamb with mother’s milk that the vet had on hand, which had been frozen (lamb formula, really).  Meanwhile my friends’ daughter Megan (who, by the way, was not very thrilled with mom and dad’s assessment of sheep due dates!) was also very busy with positioning a heat lamp, and assisting one of the ewes who was having a particularly difficult time.  

By the next morning, after very little sleep and regular checking on the lambing pen and the makeshift lamb pen in the house, and regular feedings of the one we thought had died - we had four live lambs!   Sadly the next day after that - Sunday - we had only three, as one of the ewes inadvertently laid down on and smothered her lamb.  We were really sad, as it was one of the stronger lambs, not the weakling that we’d have expected might have died in the next day or so.  

Let me share are a couple of insights about that intense experience, which have always stayed with me over the years.

First, sheep are not the brightest animals in the world!  Nor are they very good at taking care of themselves.  They have zero natural defenses, and they are incredibly needy for guidance and protection.  Jesus, apparently, thinks there’s something like that to us - because he compares us to sheep when he calls himself the Good Shepherd, and continually refers to us as His flock.  And it’s true - when it comes to spiritual predators, we do not stand a chance if we try to go it alone, without the protection of the Shepherd.  We really do require a lot of guidance in life, as well - and correction - because we often make missteps and wander off into sin and error. 

Second, the labor intensive, all-hands-on-deck effort that was required for the lambing to be successful - while the owners, the “head shepherds,” were not physically present - has really something to teach us.  Christ is the Good Shepherd, the Head Shepherd, the Chief Shepherd - yes, of course.  But He has left the flock in the care of “deputized” shepherds.  And though there was a vet neighbor who was indispensable in helping with that lambing that weekend, he was not the only one to handle the job (nor could he have done it on his own).  The number of things that needed to be done all at once, and over and over again through the night and following day, was far too much for one person.  It really did require “all hands on deck.”  

This image is very much what the Church is like - and it’s what I want us to keep in mind as we open up a series of reflections on the vision for our parish.  

Christ really is the Good Shepherd, yes.  But through baptism, we have all, in one way or another, become “deputized” shepherds, even as we remain sheep, or, members of the flock. Before you say to yourself, “how is that possible to be both a sheep and a shepherd?” - take a quick look at what was said in a different context, in today’s second reading:  “For the Lamb who is in the center of the throne will shepherd them.”  (Rev. 7).  Obviously, Christ is the “Lamb who had been slain,” but He remains the “Good Shepherd.”  We too, though remaining sheep of the flock, are given particular vocations to serve as shepherds, each in our own way.  The shepherding takes different forms - what the veterinarian did for those sheep that day was something I couldn’t do, but the vet was not the one to stay up all night and give the tube feeding to the tiny lamb that was clinging to life its first night.  That was left to me and Megan.  So it is in the life of the Church.  For instance, there is no question at all that I am the pastor in the parish, and as the pastor, there are certain responsibilities that rest squarely on my shoulders.  Things that I’m responsible to do, and if I don’t do them, they won’t get done.  But, that being said, there is a myriad of shepherding tasks and duties that need tending to, which go way beyond what I can do on my own.   And it is for other members of the flock to assist in the pastoral work, the shepherding work, of the parish.  St. Paul put it so very well: that there are many parts, but one body, and that each of the parts fulfill certain specific functions and rely on each other.  When one member of the body fails to fulfill its purpose or function, all the rest of the body suffers.  When one member of the body fulfills its purpose well, the whole body benefits.  We all share in the one baptism of Christ, and we all have a particular vocation to contribute something in the life of the Church.  We all have individual vocations - some of us to priestly, diaconal ordained ministry, others to consecrated virginity and service, most to the married life and parenthood.   Still for others, their vocation remains mysterious as they try to discern their call, but even in a single life of service, they are fulfilling their purpose  - - - - ALL of us are called to the life of holiness, of selfless service, and to a loving relationship with God.  

And just as we have individual vocations, our parish - as a parish community - has a vocation.  We are called to put up an “all hands on deck” effort to assist in the shepherding - the “lambing,” even - to help bring to life and maturity in Christ, the flock that is entrusted to us.  We’ll all have different roles to play in this, and it really is a matter of discernment and deliberate reflection that needs to be made.  

I’ve been doing some serious thought, prayerful discernment, about where we go as a parish, how we respond to the circumstances we face, and the call we’ve been given by God.  One thing is clear:  the “vocation” of our parish is one that involves far more people than just the priests or deacon or staff.   So let’s stay tuned - this has been just to “set the table.”  The next couple of weeks, we will look at a few practical and specific things we need to do to answer our call. 

And finally, on this World Day of Prayer for Vocations, I would be remiss if we did not acknowledge our mothers here present.  We all owe a deep debt of gratitude to our mothers, both living and deceased.  They gave us something no one else on earth did - our very lives . . .  [concludes with blessing for mothers]

