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Today is New Year’s Eve. No, I am not on the wrong page of my calendar. This is indeed the last Sunday of the church year. It seems like every facet of our lives operates on a different calendar. We have the Gregorian calendar that runs our schedules, that one that begins in January and goes to December. We have fiscal calendars, that may follow that January to December schedule, but just as commonly do not. Many businesses and organizations set their fiscal calendar around their seasons of business, perhaps April to March, or July to June. Of course the public school calendar has its own rhythm of September to June, which is based on the old agricultural seasons. And then there is the church calendar, or the liturgical year in fancy lingo. The church calendar begins with the first Sunday of Advent (which btw, folks, is NEXT week!). So the church calendar is basically December through November. A new church year starts next Sunday, making this the new year’s eve of the church calendar. 

We end the church year with a feast day known as Christ the King. It is also known as the feast of the Reign of Christ. Either way, the message is that Christ rules over the cosmos now and forever more. It lifts up our Reformed understanding of the sovereign God, the God to whom all loyalty is due, in every time and every place. it is a very new feast, not instituted until the 1920s. And it always marks the end of the liturgical church year. It is our New Year’s Eve. 

But its a tricky feast to nail down. Especially in our culture, there is not much about it we can resonate with. We do not live under a system of royalty here; so the kingship language loses its power in many ways. As well, we are a nation birthed in the total rejection of royal dynastic leadership. This might have been a risky and dangerous claim for folks in many parts of the world to make; Christ is our king, not you who sit on the throne in the castle. But we have none of that here. And we certainly have absolutely nothing in the secular world that mirrors back this feast to us. I’ve yet to see any greeting cards that wish you a Happy Reign of Christ Sunday, or Pinterist posts about decorating your home for Christ the King. No, on this particular feast, we are in it on our own. 

What does it mean to us to say Christ rules over the cosmos? What does the sovereignty of God mean to all you good Presbyterians sitting in front of me today? My hunch is, this is a very simple concept on one level, but extremely complicated on another. I remember in seminary when I was taking some of my first reformed classes; those would be classes about our Presbyterian way of thinking and doing. The sovereignty of God was the logo, the slogan. It was our version of Nike’s “Just do it”. Oh, the depth of seriousness on the faces of those who uttered the group cheer; the sovereignty of God. I have to admit, that when I pressed my theology and history professors harder on ‘what’s with this slogan?’ the answers I got made me say “well….duh!” At its most basic level, sovereignty of God, Christ as king, means God is God and I am not. It means God gets to make the rules, I do not. It means God is in the driver’s seat, on ALL things. It means our loyalty and allegiance belong first and only, to God. 

That all seemed pretty obvious to me. And pretty basic. And pretty simple. And pretty easy. Oh, well maybe there is where it gets a bit more complicated. Sure, it’s easy to SAY sovereignty of God, to say Christ is king, and to know what that means on an intellectual level. But what about living my life that way? What about really letting God be in the driver’s seat ALL the time? What about admitting it is God’s will NOT Lesley’s? What about surrender of my desires and wants to God’s desires and wants? What about making God first and only in every single aspect of my life? What about all that? Well then, living the sovereignty of God, living in a way that Christ is indeed king, gets a bit more complicated. Well, at least in my life it does. In other words, the idea is easy, the doing; not so much!

But we have before us today a text from Matthew that might just help us with the doing. Now, I have to admit up front, that on first glance, this story looks pretty straight forward, In fact, many of you may have listened with your heads nodding in recognition, and a small sense of ‘yes yes, we know how to be good Christians, we know what is required.’ But there are a few elements in this reading today that actually make this text a bit problematic. 

Some of the tension would have been heard by our first century listeners just in the characters of the story. Sheep and goats, especially wild sheep and wild goats, were pretty indistinguishable in antiquity. And it was quite common to keep one heard of both animals. Both animals were highly valued in the Hebrew culture; both animals were specified for different sacrificial needs. And a large flock of either or both provided a lucrative existence. In short, both sheep and goat were prized animals and there was little need to separate them from a shepherd’s point of view. 

But even more confusing, is the reaction of both the sheep and the goats in this story. Did you notice that they are both surprised by the statement of the king? Both sheep and goat utter the same words at their judgement; “Lord, when was it?” Neither sheep nor goat have any recollection of interacting with the King. Both sheep and goats are clueless. Clearly, what they have or have not done for the king, has occurred outside of intention. The sheep have no idea that the king comes to them in the poor, the hungry, the sick, the naked. The goats, likewise, have no idea. This is clearly a case where 2000 years of reading this story have tainted our vision terribly. We hear this story, and say ‘well of course, what we do for the homeless, we do for Jesus.’ But this text today does not support that reading. The sheep in this text have no idea what they are doing. They are oblivious in ways that are hard for us to be. 

I’ll be honest, I’m not exactly sure what we should do with that bit of the story. Except maybe tie it into today’s feast of Christ the King, of the idea of the sovereignty of God. Most specifically, that in every single moment of our lives, we need to be surrendering to God as God, whether we understand what that means or not. As well, I think the message is that it’s not always so clear cut which role we are playing; are we sheep in this instance? are we goats? We may be just as surprised as the goats and sheep in this story. We may be the ones saying ‘wait, when did I do that?’

The other aspect of this story that is disheartening, is that judgment is surely part of the plot. It is hard to deny that piece. The king clearly values what are known as the corporal works of mercy; feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting the imprisoned, caring for the sick, sheltering the homeless. And the herd is judged on how well they have they done those works. But right after beaming about the sovereignty of God, most reformed Christians would add in another favorite tenet; by grace alone. We are forgiven by God, welcomed into God’s loving embrace always and only by the grace of God. We cannot earn God’s favor, ever. But that sure isn’t what this story sounds like, does it? Those poor goats recognized the King, but were still banished. 

So what to do with this in our privileged 21st century American culture? Well, I have to say that judgement is there; it is always there, whether we want to admit that or not. On the progressive, liberal side of the church, where we stand, we aren’t too fond of all the judgement pieces of Scripture. Many of us would rather just toss those aside, say we don’t believe those pieces, or that’s not the God we know., that’s not relevant any longer. I have to say, it’s a tempting position. But it is one that I do not accept. I think judgement is in fact part of what Jesus tells us. We will indeed be judged, actually I think are being judged moment by moment. But I find that judgement life giving, loving, and inspirational. For me, the judgement of Christ is not associated with punishment but with fullness of life. The judgement of Christ the King helps me to know where I have gone astray. In going astray, I lose the fullness of life that could be mine. I live in a ‘less than’ state. Christ the King’s judgment of me is for the sake of me; it is for my wellbeing here and now.

Let me give an example. Going to the doctor and dentist aren’t high on my list of fun ways to spend my day off, or any day for that matter. But I do it, for my health and because I love my family. I will go and get weighed, have my blood drawn and analyzed in a myriad of ways, have my blood pressure checked, have pictures taken of the inside of my body, you know the routine. And eventually, I will get reports back from all the doctors I see. Reports that basically pass judgement on different aspects of my health. Are my weight and blood pressure in good range? What about both those good and bad cholesterol levels? Any signs of things growing that shouldn’t be growing? I don’t always like to hear these reports, these judgements, especially that one about weight! But these reports, these judgements, give me a chance to correct aspects of my body that could contribute to better health, longer life. These judgements allow me to get a realistic picture of my health in a present moment and then make changes that lead to a healthier me. 

We have that same chance with this text of Matthew’s today; a chance to get a report if you will, a judgement, on the state of our life, most specifically our life in Christ. This text spells out what is important to the king, along with the idea that how we treat and care for others, matters to the king. In addition, we may actually be clueless about where we stand. I think that the judgment piece of this text is an invitation to take stock, take a closer look, at how we are living that reformed basic belief of The Sovereignty of God. The judgement in this text is akin to a health check up, a disciple check up, if you will. How are we doing as disciples? 

God’s judgement is a lot like those health tests we subject ourselves to. God’s judgement is totally outside my realm of control. I can lie all I want to myself about what a good diet I eat, but the numbers will tell the truth, in weight, blood pressure, cholesterol readings. I can fool myself into thinking what a great disciple I am, but only Christ the King can tell if I am a sheep or a goat. So a little year-end check up, or report, might be a good way to finish off this church year. 

Knowing our propensity to be both sheep and goats, I’ve created a little Christ the King Report Card. The subject areas are pretty straight forward, taken right from our text today. Grades are simple; sheep or goat. Sheep, yeah, we are doing this well. Goat, well, maybe this needs a little work. So let’s take a few minutes to grade both our congregation and our own individual lives. Be brutal in your judgements. Sheep or goat? Be brutal, not for judgments sake, or for punishment, but for correction’s sake. Be brutal in your assessment so that you as an individual and we as St. Luke can see where corrective actions will be helpful.

Now, my hunch is you have a report card that is a mixed flock; there are sheep as well as goats on your paper. But that’s the point of the text, I think. We are both sheep and goat. As well, you may have struggled in some categories with what animal to grade yourself. Because like the story, we are not always aware of our sheep-ness or our goat-ness. 

My other hunch is that Jesus the shepherd, Christ the King would look at our report card with loving mercy. Remember that other slogan of ours, by grace alone! We do not win God’s love, we do not earn God’s love by any of our actions. And so, Christ the King would then speak the most encouraging words to us. Words that said “I see that you are sometimes a goat, and I see that you are sometimes a sheep. But you are always loved.” Service to our King is about service to others. Loyalty to our King involves loyalty to the needs of others. Now let’s all go out there and be sheep! Amen.



