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Ask me to name a key gospel text for me, one that is formative in my understanding of who God is and what God is up to the world through Jesus Christ, and I would choose the passage from Matthew known as The Last Judgment. 

Obviously, Jesus speaking on Judgment Day is not the only place in the gospels where we see God at work. Nor is it the only text that has profound meaning for me in the four gospels. In fact, generally I’m a fan of Luke; I surprised myself by settling on a passage from Matthew in response to the challenge of choosing one text that is key for me. 

When we select particular Bible passages as definitive for us, we run the risk of falling into a kind of proof-text approach to scripture – lifting a biblical line or two out of context and using it to justify a conclusion. Rather than ignore the whole of the biblical canon, it’s better to read scripture as a long lesson in God’s hope for the world, as the open-ended story of God’s love for all of us.

Yet anyone who seeks to know and follow God finds within sacred scripture those texts that most seem to connect our story with the divine story. We find those passages; we remember them; and, we live by them. What are yours? We all need a canon within the canon. Here’s part of mine: the Last Judgment.

Once a month for several years I’ve offered the invocation at the lunch meeting of the Board of the Downtown Council of Minneapolis. That’s a group of business executives concerned with developing and maintaining the best possible climate for the central business district in our city. 

A friend, who tends to be a bit skeptical about these things, asked recently why a business group would want to open their meetings with prayer from a religious leader. He was wondering, I imagine, if my role were simply to bless the profit-making of retail stores or pray for a reduced vacancy in office buildings – or, perhaps, to ask the Almighty for a real miracle – a Vikings stadium. 

My friend’s question was a good one. The answer, I think, has more to do with an awareness among business leaders that the faith community makes important contributions to the development of our city. We raise questions about the human dimensions of our economic life together: about fairness and social responsibility, about the common good and equal opportunity. 

Inviting the faith community to the table helps those leaders remember that the purpose of business, most broadly defined, is the creation of economic activity that contributes to sustainable community from which everyone benefits. The short-term view is that the goal of business is to create profit; the longer view understands that much deeper matters are at stake.

The Last Judgment is concerned with the longer view of things. It offers an end-time scenario that reflects back on our time. It gives us benchmarks from a faraway, imagined Judgment Day, benchmarks that test how well we’re doing right now. 

That’s why, when I offer the invocation at the business lunch each month, I always pray that God will help us remember that the truest measure of our city’s success is how well the most vulnerable among us are faring. For the most part – and to their credit – I think the business leaders “get it”– at least they keep inviting me back each month to pray!

As Matthew tells it in his gospel, when we get to the Last Judgment, Jesus has just finished a series of parables and warnings, all of them designed to teach responsible living. He’s preparing his followers for the coming of the final days – and then, all of sudden, he conjures up those very days in a doomsday scenario worthy of an Oscar nomination for Most Dramatic Moment in Scripture:

“‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory,’” Jesus says, “‘and all the angels with him, he will sit on the throne of his glory. And 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, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at his left.’” (Matthew 25:31-32)
Surely the drama of this grand, final reckoning for all humanity gets the attention of those listening to Jesus. But what follows is less an attempt to explain how the end of history will work and more an effort to speak to the ethics and values of our time. The separation of the righteous from the unrighteous – the sheep from the goats – Jesus says, will be based on nothing other than how they have treated those in need. That alone will be the measure of their lives.

The first startling thing about the Last Judgment – and see at least two startling things here – is the singular focus on the treatment of the most vulnerable as the test of faithfulness. The way Jesus tells it, even those in the sheep column are confused by the turn of events. They’re deemed righteous and the reign of God opens to them, they’re told, not because they’re really good at being religious, but because they’ve been just and kind.   

Apparently “the sheep” had assumed that other criteria were involved on Judgment Day – maybe specific religious obligations, like confessing their faith or forgiving others or consenting to certain biblical truths. Christians have always held those sorts of expectations of their religion, that somehow God is most pleased with us when we meet the rules and regulations of our faith or when we say the right things or when we cling to historic orthodoxy. 

That’s not what happens at the Last Judgment.

Our religious rituals and commitments are not without meaning; apparently, however, they are not, in the end, what matters most to God. That’s why this text is key for me, because I struggle all the time about not being up to snuff with my religious disciplines. Am I praying enough? Is my faith in Jesus sufficiently fervent? Can I embrace all aspects of traditional Church teaching? Can I do away with any doubts or questions about God?

What a relief when Jesus tells me in this text that I had best look elsewhere – beyond my religiosity – when it comes to assessing my life. The confession of faith God looks for is not so much what I say or even what I believe, but what I do: how I live with others in community. That raises it own challenges, of course. The critical question – and this is not easy – seems to be whether or not all my relationships – personal, political, economic, and social– reflect God’s hope for the human family. 

The claim that how we live among our neighbors matters, is not exclusively Christian. It’s found in the Hebrew Scriptures and in the pages of the Qur’an. Keith Ellison, the Muslim congressman, said from this pulpit three days ago that in the equivalent final judgment scene in Islam – they have one, too – whether or not people are admitted to Paradise depends on how they treat the widow, the orphan, and the oppressed. It might as well be Matthew.

Further, to declare that our life together is measured by our care for the least among us is not even an exclusively religious assertion, either. It’s an ethical claim, a moral position – even a political philosophy, and one that is not particularly partisan. Gov. Mitch Daniels, Republican of Indiana, said the other day, “Our first thought is always for those on life’s first rung, and how we might increase their chances of climbing.” That sounds like a line I could use in one of my lunchtime invocations.

Our own Hubert Humphrey, Democrat of Minnesota, put it like this 35 years ago:

“The moral test of government is how that government treats those who are in the dawn of life, the children; those who are in the twilight of life, the elderly; and those who are in the shadows of life -- the sick, the needy and the handicapped.” (November 1977)
Officeholders know that government must respond to the least among us. It’s in our national DNA.

The democratic experiment that is the United States has long offered a beacon of hope to the world because of our dedication to the proposition that all people are created equal. That commitment, which arises from a belief in the inherent worth of every individual – also a theological affirmation – that commitment has been tested over the years, but we keep returning to it, seeking always to pursue it more effectively. Often the faith community has exercised a prophetic voice calling our nation back to the principles upon which it was founded.  In a small way, that’s what I do in my monthly prayer at the business lunch.

At the turn of the last century, as harsh industrial conditions were creating social and economic havoc for many, the Christian churches in this land adopted what they called A Social Creed. On the100th anniversary of that statement, in 2008, a New Social Creed was written. The Presbyterian Church (USA) was the first denomination to endorse it. The New Social Creed puts into theological and aspirational language the plainspoken expectations Jesus has of us that he describes in the Last Judgment. It takes the person-to-person charity and kindness of the text and expands it to advocacy for systems of justice and an infrastructure of hope.

In light of the current turmoil in Wisconsin, by the way, it’s worth noting that the New Social Creed affirms, among other things, “the right of workers to organize.” In that respect this largely Protestant statement echoes traditional Roman Catholic social teaching, which holds that “No one may deny the right to organize without attacking human dignity itself.”   

Our faith necessarily takes us into arenas other than the purely religious. Loving “the least of these” has direct consequences in the real world – and yet it is an act of religious discipline. That’s the second startling thing about the Last Judgment text: Jesus says that when we treat the most vulnerable among us with love and respect, we are doing that to him. It doesn’t say it’s as if we were doing it to him, but, simply, we are doing it to him. 

Jesus is not drawing an analogy here. He’s not using metaphorical language. He’s offering a radical view of incarnation – that God is present not only in the one named Jesus and not only long ago, but God is present in anyone among us who’s hurting. 

When did we see you? the righteous ask the Son of Man. He answers, look into the eyes of someone hungry, and you will see me. Look into the face of someone who’s poor, and you will see me. Look into the eyes of someone suffering and you will be looking into my eyes. 

Suddenly here in Matthew’s gospel Jesus becomes the prodigal, the leper, the one beaten and left by the side of the road. Jesus becomes the thirsty woman at the well, the meek inheriting the earth, the paralyzed man, the blind beggar, the woman whose bleeding will not stop, the little children wanting to be loved. 

We’re not dealing here with an abstract theory of God. We believe in incarnation. Our faith claims that God is present in each human being – especially in the most vulnerable. Don’t respond to them and their needs, and we ignore God.

We learn from the Last Judgment in Matthew – and this is why it’s such a key text for me – we learn that how we live in community with the least among us is the only test of our faithfulness that matters.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.
Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People - Doug Mitchell – 8:30

Holy God, your Word, Jesus Christ, spoke peace to a sinful world and called all of us to care for him by caring for those who are poor and hungry and excluded.  Teach those who bear his name to follow the example he gave us.  Help us, O God, to be obedient to your call to love all your children, to do justice and show mercy, and to live in harmony with your whole creation.    May our faith, hope, and charity turn hatred to love, conflict to peace, and death to eternal life. 

Lord Christ, at times we are like strangers on this earth, taken aback by all the violence, the harsh and ever-growing chasm between rich and poor in our city, our state, our country, and especially in our world.  Your first covenant was with the whole of creation, and your promise to Abraham and Sarah was for the blessing of all people.  Remind us that you love justice so we may seek it continuously.  Like a gentle breeze, you breathe upon us the Spirit of peace.  Transfigure the deserts of our greed, and so prepare us to be bearers of reconciliation and equality wherever you place us, until the day when a hope of peace dawns in our world.

Sustain those among us who need your healing touch and tender presence.  Make the sick whole.  Give hope to the dying.  Comfort those who mourn.  Uphold all who suffer in body or mind, not only those we know and love but also those known only to you, that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care.  

This morning we especially hold before you …

Radiate through their lives with the light of your presence, that renewed health and strength may be theirs, through Jesus Christ.

As we remember your loving acts, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us….  Our Father…

Pastoral Prayer - David Liddle -10:30
God of good news, you announce your intentions for this world and for us in the person of Jesus Christ.  In him you make us co-workers with you in establishing justice, renewing creation, and building a kingdom of peace where all will know the wholeness and well-being of your Shalom. 

We confess, justice-loving God that sometimes we resist your invitation to share in bringing hope, healing and new life.  Whether it’s because of fear, a paucity of faith, feelings of inadequacy, selfish grasping or the mindless pursuit of other priorities, we find ourselves wanting when it comes to living the faith we profess.  Forgive us, patient God, and help us to love as you love, to risk as you risk, to die to self as you died to self in Jesus, whose ministry sets the agenda for our own.

Embracing God, Jesus proclaims your love for all your children.  But he also reminds us that you have special concern for the least of these.  Help us see the face of Jesus in the faces of the poor and oppressed; the hungry and thirsty; the outcast and those who shiver in the cold for lack of clothing; the sick and imprisoned.  Remind us that by giving food and a cold drink, welcome and a warm heart, comfort and quiet companionship, we make the good news truly good for neighbors near and far.

Now, O God, we pray for those who need your generous love and our active caring.  Bring healing to those who are struggling with serious health issues, esp. Greta Youel, infant granddaughter of Alan and Marilyn, and to those disabled or isolated by physical, mental or spiritual distress.  We claim the promise of resurrection life for all who mourn, esp. Craig Futterer and family in the death of his father, Charles.  We pray for those who face confusing choices about employment, care for aging parents or spouses, or who suffer because of economic injustice or abuses of power.  We pray for stability and freedom for people living and dying in places of turmoil in our world:  Libya, Bahrain, Yemen, Egypt, and Iraq.  We pray for those serving in our armed forces in places of mortal danger; for families who wait in hope for their safe return; and for veterans attempting to resume their former lives but finding them forever changed by the horror and trauma of war. 

Righteous God, we thank you for calling us to be the church in these days of ferment and change.  Give us a vision what you want us to be and how you want us to live.  Guide and bless us on our way, but hold us accountable too.  Teach us that right actions count more than right opinion, so that, in the end, we may inherit the kingdom you have prepared from the foundation of the world.

Now, as Jesus taught his disciples, so are we bold to pray saying, Our Father… 
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