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CHRIST THE KING SUNDAY

Hearing the Good News (Without Ignoring the Bad)
Ezekiel 34:11-22; Matthew 25:31-46

I think we would all agree that many of Jesus' parables end with a
surprise.  There is the parable of the prodigal son who finally arrives home
destitute and dishonored and is given a party while the faithful, older son who
stayed with his father and worked hard gets a handshake and pat on the
back.  The parable of the workers in the vineyard ends with the laborers who
worked the last hour getting paid the same as the ones who worked all day
long!  The parable of the wedding feast in which the host has to gather folks
in from the hedges and highways because his friends stood him up takes an
unsuspecting turn when one of those guests is thrown out because he is not
wearing the proper attire.  In the parable of the dishonest manager who
cheats his master out of money in order to curry favor with his clients, the
master praises the unscrupulous man for his shrewdness.  And in the parable
of the talents, the slave who hid his unethical master’s money in the ground
instead of squandering or losing it is thrown into the outer darkness. 
Obviously, Jesus is teaching us something about how the world operates as
well as what the community of God is like, but he often does so with a
surprise.  That is part of the appeal and power of the parables.

The best surprise of all, I think, is found in what we call the Parable of
the Sheep and the Goats.  The stage is set as the end of the age when the
Son of Man comes in glory.  Angels surround him and all the nations of the
world are crowded in around him.  There is clearly no social distancing taking
place in this story.

Then the king, as Jesus identifies the Son of Man, begins to separate
the people as, Jesus says, a shepherd would separate sheep from goats. 
The sheep go to his right hand, the hand of favor, while the goats go to his left
hand, the hand of disfavor.  And you have to stop and think, “What did Jesus
have against goats?”

The answer is . . . nothing.  Goats and sheep have been part of the
landscape forever.  Both were important sources of food and clothing as well
as of utilitarian items like blankets, belts, pouches, and wineskins.  These
animals also played an important role in sacrificial ceremonies.  Although we



assume Jesus was a carpenter as was his earthly father Joseph, Jesus
referred to himself as the Good Shepherd.  He obviously knew a lot about
shepherding since the hills of Galilee would have been host to many flocks of
sheep and goats.

Jesus had nothing at all against goats.  The reason goats and sheep
were used to tell the story is that shepherds often looked after both sheep and
goats in the same herd and they were easy to separate.  In the area where
Jesus grew up, most sheep were white and most goats were black.  It was
easy to distinguish one from the other so it was a perfect image for Jesus to
use in this parable.

Smiling as he looked at the people on his right, the king gestured to
them and said, “Come on in and enjoy your inheritance which God has been
preparing since day one!  It’s all yours because when I was hungry, you fed
me.  When I was thirsty, you gave me something to drink.  When I was a
stranger, you treated me like a long lost friend and when my clothes were
threadbare you gave me a new wardrobe.  When I got sick, you took care of
me and even when I was in prison, you came to visit me.

Here is the surprise: the people on his right didn’t have a clue as to what
he was talking about!  What?  When did we give you food or a refreshing
drink?  When did we ever see you as a stranger and make you feel at home? 
When did we give you clothes?  And exactly when were you sick or in prison
that we visited you?  You’ve got to help us out here because, for one thing,
you are our king and have no need of our help at all.  Honestly, we can’t
remember ever doing any of those things for you.  “Surprise, surprise,
surprise,” laughed the king.  “Whenever you did these things for people who
were in need, you did them for me!”

The surprise is not that they hit the lottery or won the grand prize or
even received the gift of the king’s eternal favor.  The surprise is that they
didn’t know!  They had no idea they had been kind and helpful to the king
when they were being kind and helpful to other people.  As preacher and
professor George Buttrick said, they were completely lost in their compassion
and generosity.1

The other surprise in the story comes, obviously, when he turns to the
other group, separated out, not because they are goats or have darker coats,
but because they are so obvious.  To them the king said, “Get away from me

1George A. Buttrick, “Exposition on The Gospel According to St. Matthew,” The Interpreter’s Bible:
Volume VII, George A. Buttrick, gen. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1951), 562-66. 
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because when I was hungry and thirsty, a stranger, in need of adequate
clothing, sick, and in prison you ignored me!  You didn’t do anything for me.” 
As surprised as the first group, the people on his left asked, “When did we
ever see you in any of these circumstances?  We would have remembered
you and we would have done something to help you!”  The sad surprise, the
king says, is that you did not know me because you did not do any of these
things for the people who really needed your help; therefore, you didn’t do it
for me!  These people, Buttrick said, were oblivious, even of their own lack of
concern for other people.  Not only did they not see people in need, they
could not see that they didn’t see them.  They were so immersed in their self-
care and religiosity that they forgot the core of their faith.2  Clearly, the parable
makes the point that God in Christ is the king and we are all the sheep and
the goats.  Surprised?

Today is Christ the King Sunday, the last Sunday in the Christian year. 
Today we recognize that Christ is Lord of all that is.  In the past year we have
trekked together from the hills of Galilee to the sleepy town of Bethlehem.  We
followed the refugee family to Egypt and watched Jesus grow up in Nazareth. 
We witnessed his coming of age in the temple and then saw him baptized in
the Jordan River.  We listened to sermons and parables, watched miracles
and acts of compassion.  We saw him honor simple acts of faith and chastise
religious bigotry that shortchanged human dignity.  We marveled at the
brashness of his compassion and the boldness of his willingness to suffer for
our sake.  And we thrilled at the power of love which brought him back to life
so that we might have true life.

This parable of the sheep and the goats is good news!  It is wonderful
news because it reminds us that caring for one another is at the core of our
faith.  Treating one another like the brothers and sisters we are is the doorway
into the community of God.  Our faith is not only about our relationship with
God, it is also about our relationship with one another.  That is wonderful
news!

It is wonderful news . . . if you are in that first group that is taken by
surprise that your acts of compassion reach all the way to God’s heart.  It is
good news if we understand today that how we treat one another really does
matter–not only to that person, but to God!  Good news!

Yet, we cannot get so caught up in the good news that we forget the
bad news.  We cannot let ourselves fall into the trap of doing our good deed

2Buttrick.

3



every day in order to please God.  That attitude instantly sends us off with the
goats, with the ones whose lack of real compassion is so obvious as to make
it easy to separate us from the ones who are truly compassionate.

Lest we think that we are exempt from this test of our hearts because
we don’t come into contact with many people who are hungry or thirsty or
naked or sick or in prison, let us think about the people with whom we do
come into contact.

What would Jesus say about the ways in which we have treated our
political foes this past year?  Are we a sheep or a goat?  What would Jesus
have to say about how we have expressed ourselves on FaceBook or Twitter,
in messages or emails, in letters to the editors or conversations with friends? 
Have we been a sheep or a goat?  Would Jesus put us on the right or the
left?  Are we compassionate or hardhearted?

Ask the same questions about how we have handled this pandemic. 
Have we spoken and acted and lived in such a way as to regard the well-
being of other people or have we been so focused on our own selfish wants
that we have put others and ourselves at risk?  That question can be asked
on any angle of the pandemic that you want to take, but it has to be answered
honestly.

Pick any issue you want and ask yourself if you have acted out of
compassion in such a way that you didn’t even know that you were doing
good for someone else because what you did was as natural as breathing. 
Ask yourself if you reacted to any particular issue in such a way that your first
and last thoughts were only about how the matter impinged upon your life,
your desires, and your well-being.  Now, take a moment and consider which
side Jesus would put you on.

God in Christ brings us good news, the best news, the happy news that
we are welcomed into God’s community to grow and thrive and enjoy all that
life has to offer.  God announces the good news that salvation is for us all and
that eternal life begins here and now.  The bad news is that we may choose
not to believe it or to live into it.  That is our prerogative.  The bad news is that
while we may think we are in, if our heart and our hands, our ears and our lips
are not in sync with the heart and hands and ears and lips of our Savior, then
we have chosen the wrong side.  We decide whether or not to enter God’s
community when we decide whether or not to love and care for all of God’s
children.
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Alice Meynell was an English writer, poet, editor, critic, and suffragist
who died 98 years ago.  I suspect she was one of those people who ended
up on the right hand of the Lord.  She wrote a poem titled “The Unknown
God.”  It takes place in a setting familiar to us which is in worship during the
celebration of communion.  Listen to what she discovered:

One of the crowd went up,
And knelt before the Paten and the Cup,
Received the Lord, returned in peace, and prayed
Close to my side; then in my heart I said:

‘O Christ, in this man's life—
This stranger who is Thine—in all his strife,
All his felicity, his good and ill,
In the assaulted stronghold of his will,

‘I do confess Thee here,
Alive within this life; I know Thee near
Within this lonely conscience, closed away
Within this brother's solitary day.

‘Christ in his unknown heart,
His intellect unknown—this love, this art,
This battle and this peace, this destiny
That I shall never know, look upon me!

‘Christ in his numbered breath,
Christ in his beating heart and in his death,
Christ in his mystery! From that secret place
And from that separate dwelling, give me grace.’3

The good news is that we meet God in the lives of other people.  We do! 
That means that on even the loneliest of days, in a voice, a picture, a
memory, God is with us.  And on the most crowded of days, God is found at
every turn!  The good news is that we have opportunity to serve Christ daily
in myriad ways and to be blessed by God through the people who come and
go in our lives.  The bad news, which we must not forget in our joy, is that we
can easily miss God in the life of someone else.  Go to the right, My Friend. 
Go to the right!  Amen.

3Alice Meynell, “The Unknown God,” Nicholson, D. H. S., and Lee, A. H. E., eds. The Oxford Book
of English Mystical Verse. Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1917; Bartleby.com, 2000. www.bartleby.com/236/.
Accessed 11/20/2020.
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November 22, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Although we are always thankful, O God, at this time of year we take
more time to think about why we are grateful.  Always, our gratitude points to
you.  All we have, all we are, all we can and will be are because of your love
and generosity.  You crafted this magnificent planet we call home.  You gave
us life and you offer an abundance of goodness each and every day.  May we
take fresh opportunities this week to ponder all of the ways we are blessed
and then offer our heartfelt thanks.

We do admit that Thanksgiving this year feels so different because of
our inability to be with loved ones as we usually are.  Our excitement is
tempered and there are twinges of sadness to be certain.  Help us to keep
uppermost in our minds the reality that our decision not to be together this
year for the holiday is so that we can spend so many more holidays together. 
Keep strong in our hearts the reality that we can foster life and health by
being vigilant and safe.

We are truly excited and grateful, O God, at the news of vaccines that
are effective.  Thank you for answering our prayer.  Now guide us to choose
wisely and to act carefully to bring the vaccines to people the world over. 
Bring us to the other side of this pandemic with the understanding that we
have done something significant together.  Teach us through this trial that we
can do great and amazing things when we work together.

We continue to ask your blessing upon all who are ill and upon those
who work to restore them to health.  Bless all who worry and those who
grieve.  Visit us all with your encouraging Spirit and lift up our hearts, we pray.

Help our nation, O God.  We are so divided and so angry and so
unwilling to budge off the little islands of self-preservation we have created. 
Open our eyes.  Soften our hearts.  Unclench our fists.  Melt our hatred. 
Refresh our spirits so that we can once again be a nation united and
indivisible under your care.

Above all else, thank you for shepherding us when we insist on being
stubborn and selfish.  Thank you for patience and generosity and a love that
refuses to loosen its hold.  Thank you for being our Shepherd and for laying
down your life so that we might live abundantly through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.


