Ezekiel 34:11-24

11For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 12As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. 13I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. 14I will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God. 16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice. 

17As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord God: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between rams and goats: 18Is it not enough for you to feed on the good pasture, but you must tread down with your feet the rest of your pasture? When you drink of clear water, must you foul the rest with your feet? 19And must my sheep eat what you have trodden with your feet, and drink what you have fouled with your feet? 20Therefore, thus says the Lord God to them: I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. 21Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep. 23I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd. 24And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince among them; I, the Lord, have spoken. 

Matthew 25:31-46

31“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, 33and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. 34Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ 37Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 38And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ 40And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’ 41Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; 42for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ 44Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ 45Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ 46And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 

Sheep vs. Goats   November 20, 2011

In these last weeks of Year A, the lectionary readings have been from the twenty-fifth chapter of Matthew's Gospel.  They are stories Jesus is telling his disciples, farewell instructions before he faces his death.  He's been telling them to be prepared for the sudden return of God, something they never will know when to expect.  It might come suddenly, or it may be delayed.  In any case, he says, learn a lesson from the foolish bridesmaids who weren’t prepared for the bridegroom and missed the party.  Be wise, be watchful, be ready.  In the meantime, don't just sit around waiting: use the gifts God has given you, like the bold, risk-taking slaves, who multiplied their trusts for the sake of the reign of God.  Don't just bury what God has given you. 
Now, today is the last Sunday in the Church year—Christ the King Sunday, when the church around the world celebrates the reign, the kingdom, the dominion of Jesus.  In America, a country founded in no small part upon the hatred of kings and royalty in general, and the King of England in particular, this metaphor doesn’t sound too good to us.  Kingdom?  Dominion?  The Son of Man coming in his glory, and all the angels with him, sitting on the throne of his glory?  All the nations gathered before him??  Not so much.  One young person put it this way: 

“Sometimes the images of God sitting on a throne divvying goats from sheep, sinners from the good, are difficult for me to take. I like to believe in a God who wouldn’t do such a thing. I prefer the idea of a human Jesus: with us through the thick of it.”
…and presumably not judging anyone too harshly.  Who would?  

This sheep and goats division brings us smack up against a word that many of us find uncomfortable –judgment.  This story is Jesus’ last public sermon; this is what he wants his followers to remember: that the God of the universe is not indifferent between actions, that it matters what choices people make with their lives and the way they treat fellow human beings, particularly the most vulnerable among us, and that it’s a matter of eternal life or death.  
So why do we feel so uncomfortable with this picture, the Son of Man judging between the sheep and the goats?  Is it perhaps because religion and judgment have been so unhappily married for so long?  Maybe it’s because we feel that judgment (at least, when it comes to judgment of us) offends our sense of freedom and autonomy.  Or maybe it is because our belief in an unconditionally loving God, like the young person I quoted a minute ago, a God who will not judge us too harshly, we hope.

Unfortunately, if we're seeking answers to that problem in the Bible itself, we won’t find them.  Barbara Brown Taylor shares our concern.  "The Bible," as she says, "is not a book with the answers in the back."  She has a fine sermon on this text, "Knowing Glances," in The Preaching Life, where she writes, "Matthew gives me a pain.  Life is never as clear cut as he makes it out to be; I cannot sort things out the way he does."  However, she says, "Matthew gets my attention," and "as often happens when I try to make law out of gospel," it "seems to suggest that God's judgment will take us all by surprise, sheep and goats alike.  We can study the exam file all we want, but God only knows what will be on the final."  (The Preaching Life).  

Can we take comfort from that uncertainty?  In Jesus’ story, the sheep and goats are ignorant of their status.  Surprise!  No one will really know what the final judgment will be, who will be in which group.  Only the Holy One is able and has the authority to make the judgment between the sheep and the goats.  The sheep and the goats are equally surprised to learn which group they fall in.  There’s a measure of comfort there.  It’s not up to humans to make that judgment.  God can do the sorting out without our help, thank-you very much, and there’s no truck with who believes what about whom that comes into the sorting.
However, I’m still having trouble hearing this as Good News, since the criteria for judgment are not uncertain at all.  The criteria are abundantly clear: the treatments we give to each other—the hungry and thirsty, the stranger, the naked and the prisoner—are signs that all point in the same direction.  The list is important enough for Jesus to repeat it four times in the course of the story, in case we would miss it.  It is absolutely clear to me how far short we all fall.  It is still is disturbing, because it is so stark.  
It’s even more clear, and more stark, if we pick up on a detail of the picture that we might tend to gloss over.  In verse 32, Jesus says, “All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.”  Many will read this text as instruction for personal or private spiritual life, rather than applying to our public, shared life.  However, it’s not just individuals who are being held accountable here, whole communities and countries, as nations, are being judged.  The text is pretty clear about what Jesus means.  All the nations are going to be held accountable for their treatment of the most vulnerable people among them, including those despicable Roman people, who had conquered the lands around the Mediterranean and beyond, and were systematically exploiting the natural resources of that world—grain from northern Egypt, minerals from the middle east, particularly iron, the manpower of the European tribes, and the trade routes of Palestine—all to concentrate more and more wealth into Rome.  Yes, they will be judged, but so too will be the people of Israel, whose own shepherds had made themselves fat off the weak.
So whether we identify with Rome or with Israel in this picture of the Last Judgment, or whether we’re just some poor Joe Schmoes trying to live our own insular lives, we’re still on the hook.  We’re not our brothers’ keeper, are we?

Yes we are!  And this is where I find the Good News: you and I are that important.  You and I and anyone out there are all so important that any actions we take on behalf of any hungry, thirsty, sick, imprisoned, naked stranger are actions of infinite value in God’s Kingdom, of as much value as if taken on behalf of Jesus himself.  The opportunities are right there in front of us, in our neighborhoods and in our families.  Everyday we have the choice to make: how to treat those with less power than ourselves—in our society they would be whom?  Children, the stranger in our communities, the undocumented, the sick, the imprisoned, the hungry and thirsty, the poor, the uneducated, the 99%?
And, conversely, any opportunities we don’t take are devastating.  That’s the difference between sheep and the goats.  The goats did nothing, because they did not recognize the opportunities staring them in the face.  They weren't overtly doing bad things; they just didn't do anything when they saw human suffering.  They preferred perhaps to look away from the pain.  Maybe they said the problems were too big, too intractable, and besides it’s not our responsibility.  It’s the responsibility of individuals to take care of themselves, isn’t it?  Aren’t we just enabling folks when we help?
If this pricks our consciences, then perhaps it should.  Jesus story is there to remind us that we live in a story that will have an end, a great sorting out of justice that depends upon compassion, but we’re not there yet.  The end isn’t yet, so we all have opportunities to be part of God’s healing work in the world—Tikkun Olam, is what our Jewish brothers and sisters call it.  
Yesterday, Father Tuck over at St. Charles church preached on this same scripture.  He said, too, that the good news is there are opportunities for healing and compassionate actions all around us.  He said that he thinks of these opportunities to minister to Christ when he’s confronted by a nasty person, or someone who has been neglected or forgotten.  “Maybe this is my opportunity to see Jesus.”

Jesus Christ is risen and present in the world “under the sign of the opposite” in the poor and vulnerable.
Restatement of the Sermon on the Mount: You are sent to be light, leaven and salt to a world that is dark, flat, and bland.  That is the great Good News.  AMEN
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