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We call it the Last Judgment, and it is one dramatic scene: Jesus is lifted up high and mighty on a throne. He is the king, judging all peoples of the earth, separating the sheep from the goats. The outcome is in his hands. Some will be deemed righteous and others will not. Some will gain the king’s favor and others will lose it. The fate of every person hangs in the balance. 

We ought to be paying attention. 

There are a few surprises, starting with the role Jesus plays in the drama. To this point in the story we have come to expect Jesus to be rather mild-mannered. Except for an occasional flash of anger, Jesus is basically the nicest rabbi around. He helps those in trouble. He teaches anyone who will listen. He makes himself available to those in need. He gets pushed around by religious leaders and even by his own townspeople. Through it all, he exudes gentle humility.

But here we see a different Jesus, one who comes in power, one who takes command. No more Mr. Nice Guy. If we had any doubt about who was in charge, the Last Judgment clears that up: Jesus is on the throne; he’s the ultimate Decider.

The determining factor in our fate, it turns out, is not what we believe. It is not our confession of faith. It is not following the teachings of the church. In this dramatic gospel moment there’s no worship, no sacraments, no priests, no ecclesiastical trappings whatsoever, not even any committees! None of that is of interest to Jesus in the end.

What matters to the one on the throne is not what we say or what we believe, but rather what we do, how we live, who we are. Have we shown the love of God in concrete ways? Has our living made life better for someone else? Have we put God at the center?

Here we see Christianity unvarnished and simple. The scene is not meant to be Apocalyptic. Jesus is not threatening eternal damnation, as much as he is laying out what he expects of us on earth: to love the least of these – to visit those in prison, to welcome the stranger – not because they are any better than anyone else, but because Jesus sees himself in them. To love “the least of these” means we love God. It’s that simple.

If it were a theatrical production the Last Judgment would be the culmination of the plot, when the various strands of the narrative tie together and things suddenly become crystal clear. All the characters come back on stage and learn what the grand story line has been all along.

The Magnificat of Mary now makes sense: “God has brought down the powerful from their thrones,” she sings, “and lifted up the lowly.” (Luke 1:52)
The moment in the synagogue when Jesus reads from Isaiah suddenly hits home: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” he says, “because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.” (Luke 4:18)
The Beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount now take on new meaning: “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.” (Matthew 5:5)
The parables, the healings, the constant associating with the riff-raff – now it all fits together.

Here Jesus shows what has definitive meaning for those who follow him – and there’s nothing particularly religious about it at all, at least as we define religion. Feeding the hungry and clothing the naked is not what comes to mind when we think of religious life. We usually confine our religion to church, and the institutional church tends to spend its time on organizational matters. We concern ourselves with who is in power, what resources we have, who is allowed to lead, how to maintain our buildings. Process and procedure often seem to matter most. 

When I talk to Presbyterian pastors who don’t participate in denominational life they usually say they’ve opted out because the work of the church doesn’t happen there anymore. I’m afraid they’re right in many ways. The church as institution has ossified. It’s enamored of its own diminishing power. It longs to recreate the past. It aims at self-perpetuation. The church often acts as if it were in charge of God, and not the other way around.   

In the Last Judgment we see what happens when God is in charge. We catch a glimpse of the realm where God rules – and it is unlike anything we have ever experienced or imagined. The poor are the focus in God’s realm. The hungry are the center of concern. The stranger, the prisoner, the sick are the heart of the matter.

The Last Judgment scene is a wake-up call. The text sounds the alarm to the church about its priorities. It alerts each one of us as to what really matters. It raises for us a basic religious question, one that precedes any of the complicated theological issues that come with Christianity, and that question is simply this: Who’s in charge?
Who is in charge of my life? To whom or to what do I owe ultimate loyalty? Where does my greatest allegiance lie? Around whom does my life revolve? On what do I center myself? 

Who’s in charge?
Preachers typically employ the Last Judgment as a way to underline God’s concern for justice. The climax of the gospel points without equivocation to the good news as truly being for the poor. But even that claim takes second place to the main point of this scene, and that is: God is in charge. 

This is God’s world. You and I are citizens of the realm of God, and where God is in charge we are to look to the well-being of others first. Where there’s hunger, give food. Where there’s thirst, supply water. Where there’s poverty, work for justice. Where there’s hatred, offer reconciliation. Where there’s loneliness, be a companion. Where there’s anguish, provide hope – and do all of that not only because those are fine ethical principles. Do it because they are deep religious commitments that God expects of us. 

Last year a Westminster member helped install a clean water system at the seminary we visit in Cuba. It was not an especially complicated or expensive job; it just took someone who saw it at his mission to get it done. Thank you, Ed Cunnington! They now have clean water at the seminary. A retired professor, well over 90 years old, told us that for the first time in his life he does not have diarrhea. It may not be pretty, but that’s what “church work” looks like.

In his book God Has a Dream, Desmond Tutu says,

“God has made us in such a way that we need each other. In our African idiom we say: ‘A person is a person through other persons.’ We need other human beings in order to be fully human. The ‘self-made’ man or woman is really an impossibility.”

Tutu’s point is that when God is in charge we are not alone. We exist in relationship with others. And when others suffer, we must respond in order to be whole ourselves. 

“In Africa when you ask someone ‘How are you?” Tutu says, “the reply you get is in the plural even when you are speaking to one person. A man would say, ‘We are well’ or ‘We are not well.’ He himself may be quite well, but his grandmother is not well and so he is not well either.” (God Has a Dream [New York: Doubleday, 2004], p. 25)

That’s how it is the reign of God: none of us can be fully human if some of us are trapped by poverty or preventable disease or hunger or thirst. Tutu says, “God has a dream and God will make the dream come true through us.” (op. cit. p. 127)
There’s nothing like a stewardship program to bring all of this down to earth. When you and I place our pledge cards in the offering plate this morning we signal that we know we’re not in charge, that this is God’s world, and that we long to be part of the dream God has about this world.

When the elders of Westminster meet with new members in the Chapel a powerful moment always occurs after we vote to welcome them into the life of the church. It happened again last Thursday. We open the Book of the Covenant of Membership of Westminster, put it on the communion table, and invite the new members to come forward to add their names. 

They all slowly file down the center aisle. The rest of us sing hymns. As they come to sign the Book, they bring their pledge cards and their volunteer forms. They bring their treasure and their time. They are stepping into citizenship in the realm of God. They may not think of it this way, but in my eyes they are putting their bodies on the line for their faith. They are placing themselves at the service of the one who is in charge.

On Pledge Sunday – especially when it coincides with Christ the King Sunday – all of us ought to get up out of our pews and come forward, taking our place alongside sisters and brothers in the realm of Christ, where God is in charge, and we are not. It would offer vivid testimony to our commitment to Christ, but we don’t usually do those sorts of things in church – and that’s just fine, because what really matters is not what we do in here, but what happens out there, in the world, on the street, in the places where people are hurting. That’s where the work of the church takes place; what we do in here is only a rehearsal for the real thing.

The Last Judgment scene at the end of Matthew’s gospel would be frightening – this business of dividing the sheep and goats – if it weren’t for the grace of God. In the end, it will be God’s grace that saves us, not our own efforts. You and I can never do enough good to earn salvation.

We depend on God’s grace.

We learn that anew every time we baptize a child, as we will do in a moment. Little Michael and Ellis will pass through the water and be claimed by God – “marked as Christ’s own forever” – not because they deserve it, but because they – with the rest of us – they, too, are citizens in the realm of God.

And in that realm, God is in charge, not us. 

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 – Douglas Mitchell
God of power and love, You raised Jesus from death to life, full of Your glory to rule over all creation.  We pray this morning that You will free the world to rejoice in his peace, to glory in his justice and to live in his love.

Almighty and everlasting God, whose will is to restore all things in our Son, our Lord and King, grant that the people of the earth, now divided in so many different ways and enslaved by sin, may be free and brought together under his gentle and loving rule.  Help us to acknowledge O God what the story of creation and the life of Jesus teach us, that You are in charge of all that is and ever has been and will ever be.   Lead us to greater care of the creation left to us as stewards of all the things of this earth.

We know, God of wisdom, that in Your realm, all things are ordered by Your grace in ways that disorder our usual way of seeing and doing things.  As Mary teaches us in song, God’s mercy is for those who fear God…who has shown strength with a Divine arm: “God has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  God has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; God has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.” (Luke 1:51-53)

Help us to be led by the example of Jesus who was born as a king in David’s line, but who lived with many at the margins of his community and cared for the least of your children, who showed his power through his weakness and his majesty in mercy.  As he stretched out his arms to embrace friends and foes alike, help us to seek peace with all people by working for the common good of all.

We hold before you, O God, these newly baptized members of your realm, and ask that You bless Michael Wallace and Ellis Kathleen and their parents Michelle and William and Meghan and Mat.  Watch over these families as they grow together in their love of You and for each other.  We pray that Your Spirit will be in this congregation as they try to live up to the commitments they have made this day to these families and to You.  Guide us all together in this essential mission of love.

Watch over those who have shown their desire to grow in faith and practice as adults by joining this community of faith that is led by Christ the King of us all or by their pledging of their resources to the work of this place.

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 that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care…..

We celebrate new life among us …

Hear our prayers, God of grace, as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us, Our Father…

“Who Is in Charge?”


Matthew 25:31-40
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