THE TYPES WITH WHOM WE MAY IDENTIFY

A Sermon preached by Rev Allan Thompson

at Wesley Uniting Church, Hobart, on 20 November 2011

Text: Matthew 25:31-46

This is a most challenging passage! Sometimes called the parable of the last judgment, sometimes called the parable of the sheep and the goats, sometimes called the judgment of the nations, it has been variously interpreted. 

On the one hand it has provided a good Biblical foundation and theological rationale for the church’s work in what we might call “social services” or “community services”. It is Biblical passages like this that motivated churches to establish nursing homes, hospitals, youth programs, prison support groups and the like long before there were government departments of human services. And I daresay for some it was a motivating factor for those involved here in the establishment of No Bucks in its present form.
On the other hand, a passage like this can make us feel quite bad on an individual level, for it reminds us that we are judged not only on what we do but also on what we don’t do. And that can be a bit scary, reminding us that our sins are not just those we commit, but also those we omit to do or to be, and there’s a particular focus for us on needs of which we are unthinkingly oblivious. 
So what are we to make of this passage? Well, before I suggest answers let me firstly remind you that what we have here is a parable. It is not a true story, nor is it to be read as a detailed account of what is going to happen at some future time perhaps at the end of the world. It’s a parable – a story told to teach something about the mind of God and of what God expects of Christian disciples. It’s a story told to explain something of what it will be like in the Kingdom of God, so it’s appropriate to read on the day we celebrate the reign of God. All story-tellers take poetic licence when using a story to teach a truth. So if you are concerned about phrases like “depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” remember that it is a parable – not a factual account.
Secondly, I remind you that it was Jesus who told this parable. Jesus had so much to say about life in this world, the conduct of human relationships, and care for the underdog. Jesus was a master story-teller, much of his teaching about God was conveyed through brilliant stories which grabbed people’s attention and left a lasting impression. 
Anything from Jesus warrants our attention.
Thirdly, I remind you that this parable in Matthew 25 comes at the end of the account of Jesus’ teaching. Matthew has three further chapters, but they are devoted exclusively to the narrative of the events climaxing in the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. So, Matthew, in placing this parable at this point in his gospel uses it to sum up the core teachings of Jesus – teaching that did have an element of judgment, but overwhelmingly the message Jesus impressed on those he spent those heady three years was that as part of our life with God, part of our affirmation of sovereign loyalty to God above all else we have an ethical obligation to behave consistently towards others – both those we know personally and like to help, and those we don’t know personally.   

So: This passage is a parable not a factual account; it is teaching by Jesus and therefore needs to be taken seriously; and it is positioned in Matthew’s gospel as a climax to all the teaching of Jesus. 

What then are we to hear in this parable?
This parable is compelling in its call to feed the hungry, to satisfy the thirsty, to open ourselves to strangers, to care for the sick and those detained. Followers of Jesus are meant to be committed to building the kind of community in which the needy have their needs met. The kind of community which is God’s plan is one in which no one is hungry or thirsty, in which no one is isolated because no-one knows them or because they are different, in which no-one is without clothing to keep them warm and protected; in which the sick are cared for and those in prison or detention are remembered and receive support These are the marks of the world God created human beings to live in. 

So, what can we do to make our world more like the world God intends? In our own small ways we can do our bit by providing for those we know or observe to have needs. Sometimes we will do it directly, sometimes by assisting a professional agency with donations, sometimes as part of a group. Let me give just three examples of your life which gladden my heart.
Example one: As I have said on a number of occasions, I am hugely impressed with your No Bucks program, particularly those who give their time to work there, or make donations of food for those daily lunches - that’s just one way of our feeding the hungry.

Example two: Last Wednesday night our Church Council here approved the wording of a letter which will be sent to our former organist, conveying our greetings at Christmas. Prison regulations restrict those who may visit him, but sending this letter is one way of visiting the prisoner.

Example three: Some of you diligently visit those the frail aged who live alone at home or who are in care. Although they may not necessarily be ill, your visits to them are an expression of caring for the sick.

That’s just three ways in which some of you are responding to this parable. I commend you, for in this way you are making a difference to the lives of others and making an effort, even if in a small way, to build the kind of community which is God’s will for the world.  

The parable draws our attention to members of our community of whom we may not often think. On the whole many of us do not often concern ourselves with the sick, the hungry, the thirsty, or the poorly-dressed or those in detention unless or until it affects us or someone close to us. This parable points us to people who may not often be on our personal radar screen. There are plenty of people in and around Hobart who feel that no-one cares about them, no-one notices them. I find myself thinking that if Jesus had told this parable in the 21st century rather than the 1st century the examples might have been caring for the homeless, the alcoholics, those with an addiction to drugs or sex or crime, as well as those who befriend refugees, or soothe those who lie on a trolley in a hospital corridor waiting for a bed in a ward. The types of person with whom we are here challenged to identify include those to whom we may not feel naturally drawn or regularly drawn. From that challenge disciples of Jesus dare not shrink.     

And the principal reason why we dare not shrink from identifying with those to whom we do not feel naturally drawn is that it was precisely those on the fringes of society who were the priority of Jesus. Think of Zaccheus the despised tax collector whose home Jesus visited. Think of rough fishermen who in those days were well down the social strata, but whom Jesus chose as special disciples. Think of the one called “the demoniac” who obviously suffered from a mental disorder. Think of woman who had been bleeding for twelve years and because of her condition was socially and religiously isolated. If it was good enough for Jesus to identify with such people, it is surely good enough for us! 

But the poignant note of this parable is that it is not just to follow in the footsteps of Jesus that we must identify with those types neglected or shunned by mainstream respectable society. This parable makes the remarkable claim that it is in precisely those people that we see Christ. In other words in the types to whom we are not naturally drawn, those whom the parable calls, “the least of these” we encounter the living Lord. 
You may recall that at one point in a discussion with his disciples about greatness Jesus called a young child to the centre of the circle, and among other things said “whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me”. 
The same is said in this parable. In the sick, the thirsty, the unclothed, and those who offend against the laws of the land we can see Jesus. The Lord dwells in and among all people, whether they know it or not. We are all made in God’s likeness and there is part of God in each of us. In those to whom we are not naturally attracted we can meet Christ the Lord. That’s enough for us to be willing to identify with all types. 

To the praise of the name that is timeless and the love that is boundless. Amen. 
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