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This morning’s message is about another vital sign: outward incarnational focus. Last 
week, Fred Mollon ably encouraged us to be intentionally authentic about our faith and 
sharing with others the good life we’re discovering through Jesus. Today, we continue to 
move our eyes and hearts outward into the public sphere.

Vital Sign Check: Outward Incarnational Focus

What is an outward focused life? What is an outward focused congregation? Outward focused means we 
see Jesus. We see Jesus in all the places we go. We find eyes to see the need and then in the need, we 
see Jesus. 

Seeing Jesus means meeting the stranger with openness, with a fundamental reorientation of self. It 
requires that we realize that Christ is walking among us. Christ is in the victim of coronavirus. And in 
the one who doesn’t wash their hands. Christ is in the germaphobe and in the CDC personnel who are 
trying to get the test kits out but not meeting the mark. Christ is in the students who cannot go to school. 
In stressed parents. In the Advanced Senior who is lonely because visitors are no longer allowed. Christ 
is seen in the youth shivering on our streets because social services have been cut back out of concern 
over the spread of disease. And Jesus asks, Did you see me?

We need to take precautions. We need to pay attention to the exponential spread of disease. It means 
NOT gathering in person. AND it means we need to remain creative in how we can serve others. Our 
limitations do not need to hold us back. Phone, write a note, video chat. We can each reach out to 
others. As a church we’re continuing with our mission partners. And we long for the time when we 
can again make PB&J sandwiches, cook and serve supper at the rescue Mission, collect granola bars 
and sox for the Beacon Center homeless youth, and hygiene products for the men’s’ and women’s’ 
shelters, and help lead worship at the women’s prison, and bring our small bit on the end of the month 
Abundance Sundays and on and on.

I’m so blessed to be your pastor. Because as your pastor, I get to hear your heart’s burden for the one 
who’s been laid off, for the foreigner turned away at the border, for the student who can’t figure out what 
graduation’s going to look like this year, for the parent who is struggling to keep the job and educate the 
children at home, and for the exhausted medical care providers and for neighbors who are isolated. 

VITAL SIGNS... 
OUTWARD
INCARNATIONAL
FOCUS
MATTHEW 25:31-46 

PASTOR ROBYN HOGUE 



Sunday, May 17, 2020  | VITAL SIGNS....Outward Incarnational Focus | 2

I get to hear your heart’s burdens from those turning to Tacoma Rescue Mission for food because other 
social services are limited? They report that they are feeding four times the number of people that they 
were feeding before the pandemic. I’m so blessed to be your pastor because now is the time for the 
church to rise. There are some things we cannot do. But do you have a phone? Who needs a check-in 
call? Do you have internet access? Who needs a video chat? Do you see injustice? Make that phone call, 
send that email. I’ll come back to this in the sermon part of our worship. 

Would it surprise you to know that sometimes those considering visiting our church approach me with a 
trace of trepidation in their eyes? They want to know what we believe, not in a general way as you might 
be thinking, but in a way that is very personal, very specific. “Where are you on the damnation thing?” a 
woman nervously asked after curiosity or the Spirit led her into the church one weekday afternoon. She 
hadn’t set foot in a church for years. 

More important than my answer about God’s overwhelming grace, about God’s sovereignty, was the 
question the woman’s question provoked in me. Why so many are “spiritually wounded” walking the 
earth and carrying with them the painful scars inflicted by the churches of their past? This particular 
woman had been told that she was not welcome in a church because of some things she had done. She 
was told she was not welcome again in the church. She was told she was unacceptable for heaven. But 
surprise, surprise, she, over time, remained open to God.

Whether or not Jesus’ image of the king casting those at his left in to “eternal fire” is hyperbole, it is a 
frightful image, and operating out of fear is not the way to live in response to God’s provision. The story 
of the sheep and the goats is of course a story about us, but it is not faithfully told when it is told in order 
to incite fear.

Fear paralyzes, and if Jesus was about anything, it was about moving us into a different reality called the 
kingdom and the Spirit of God who moves constantly through the world.

Fear is used, nonetheless, by those who would try to dominate the world. Leaders use it for political 
advantage. Business uses it for private profit. Individuals use it to dominate and control. Groups of all 
kinds use it to advance their agendas. However, when we can read this passage with faith rather than 
fear, it has the capacity to move us into a space of holy assurance that can empower action more fitting 
in the kingdom. 

When we read this passage with trust in the faithful God, the focus shifts from a prospect of damnation, 
to the possibility of participation in the kingdom of God…both now and into life beyond this life. 

Fear causes people to fixate on the many things they have not done or cannot do, obscuring our ability 
to see the innumerable essential things we can do. We say things like “I throw food away while others 
starve!” Or “I have more clothing than my closets can hold while some go without!” Or when we could go 
to hospitals, we said “I am afraid of hospitals, so I just stay away.”

When we read this passage with trust in the faithful God, the focus shifts from a prospect of damnation, 
to the possibility of participation in the kingdom of God.
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The world’s news often makes us think that church news and salvation events are minor events and 
paltry occurrences. Exposure to Jesus’ teaching refocuses reality and teaches again that what is low 
and de-esteemed in history is, in fact, of the greatest moment of all. You see, the future kingdom of God 
is not pie in the sky for by and by, for those with a religious sweet tooth. The kingdom of God is the 
structure of reality. Don Quixote got it right. The so-called real world is messed-up. It is our purpose to 
keep this threatened, disbelieved, difficult-to-believe kingdom of God constantly before people’s eyes. 
The most important questions of all are whether or not people make the decisions that bring them into 
God’s kingdom. The nature of these decisions becomes the focus of Jesus’ teaching here.

“You see, I was hungry, and you gave me something to eat . . .”

“I was sick, and you healed me . . “ or “I was in prison, and you visited me . . . “ Big miracles are not 
happening here, little ministries are. And yet it is precisely in these little ministries that the miracle of the 
big mystery—eternal salvation—occurs. That is the sweet drama of this story.

The actions named here in Matthew 25 are within our reach. If we can take some time to reflect, I 
believe we can gain some clarity about the simplicity of the tasks before us and our God-given abilities 
fulfill them. Food, water, clothing, hospitality, companionship: these are not only the most necessary 
elements for communal life, they are the most readily available gifts to give. The lesson of the sheep and 
the goats can be good news, because it asks each to share precisely what each of us has to share. This 
is the true center of this passage…Not about who gets into heaven and who does not.

Whether it is food or water, a compassionate ear or an open heart, everyone has something to share. 
Even with the restrictions we are now experiencing due to the pandemic, my hope is that we can all feel 
enlivened by this passage, for it calls us to serve in many ways firmly within our reach. It is a reassuring 
lesson from a story so commonly portrayed as frightening.

There is another piece of good news in this passage. If the most frightened question I receive from 
people is about belief in heaven and hell, the most frequent is about belief at all. “What if I’m not sure 
what I believe?” they ask. The Church has long concentrated on right belief, good teaching and proper 
theological understanding of how God works in the world. Councils have been formed, creeds written, 
and wars fought to determine how we are to believe in God. To be sure, what we believe is important. 
How we think about God is foundational to how we live our lives in ad interact with the world around 
us. Doctrine can be extremely helpful for guiding our lives and shaping our beliefs. However, belief can 
strangely become a stumbling block as well. Often people feel somehow less Christian because they 
have trouble with one of our tradition’s position or statements. They feel somehow left on the outside 
because they are not sure of their beliefs. As a result, they feel less suitable for the work of compassion, 
less likely to engage in it, and thereby less likely to have the very experiences that will inspire the faith 
they feel they lack.

What this passage provides is relief from the pressure to have all the answers before being able to act. 
Did you catch that both groups of people in Jesus’ parable are surprised? “When did we see you..?  
When?” And Jesus answers, “When you did it for someone else, you did it for Me.” Just like he 
answered, “When you didn’t do for someone else, you didn’t do it for Me.”

Now, I’ll confess I carry around in me plenty of unsettled theological questions, but it is in moments of the 
kind of service Jesus describes that I feel God closest and my faith most unwavering.
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In the end, action and belief become so intertwined that the we can move through life, not as those 
afraid of a vengeful king doling out eternal punishment, nor as those riddled with guilt about what they 
can or cannot profess about the sovereign God, but simply and wonderfully as those changed by the 
transformative Spirit into those see the need and in the need, see and meet the need of Jesus. 

This Vital Sign is called Outward Incarnational Focus. Let’s do a check-up.

Outward—beyond ourselves, see the need

Incarnational—embody, be the hands and feet of Jesus

Focus—choose a place to start


