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Sermon:  Matthew 25: 31-46 (Sheep and Goats)

Rabbi Hillel Cohn gave a sermon that included a story from a book by Leonard Fein, entitled, Where are We?  The story tells of the old teaching that all Jews, “the living, the dead, and the still unborn” were present at the Revelation at Sinai.  Fein then relates how a young friend of his was once wandering around Haifa in Israel when a Hasid, if full regalia, walked toward him.  Fein’s young friend, a genial sort, smiled and nodded.  The Hasid stopped, squinted and asked, “Do I know you?”  To which the young man replied, “Yes: we met at Sinai.”  The Hasid slapped his forehead and exclaimed, “Of course, you must forgive me.  It was so hot and crowded that day.  How have you been?”

I very much enjoyed that story and the sermon.  But as I read on I was brought up short when Rabbi Cohn said, “We often speak proudly of Judaism being a religion of deed rather than creed.”  I thought to myself, “Is he talking about us?”  A little later in his sermon he adds, “We need to be on guard lest we appropriate the standards of others that hold belief to be of higher value than behavior, creed more important than deed.”  And I thought, “I think he is.  I think he is talking about us.”  So I began to wonder why he would say this.

I started thinking about those folks who bring banners of John 3:16 to sporting events.  And about all those passages that call us to believe.  Like the story of the father who pleaded with Jesus to heal his son.  Jesus tells him, “All things can be done for the one who believes.”  And when Jesus is asked, “What must we do to perform the works of God?” Jesus answers, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.”

But all this seems in stark contrast to our gospel today, where deed appears to trump creed.  It is Judgment Day.  Christ the King sits on his throne separating people like a shepherd separates sheep and goats.  Saying to the sheep, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”

Then Jesus told the goats, “You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.”  And he explained that they had ignored those who were hungry, thirsty, or lacked clothing.  They had paid no attention to the sick or those in prison.

So which is more important, creed or deed?  As Anglicans we have a ready answer – both.  And we have believed this for a long time.  Article 12 of the 39 Articles says that while good works cannot put away our sins, they spring out by necessity from a true and lively faith.  In this way it takes middle ground between what was considered a Roman Catholic overestimation of good works, as earning merit and forgiveness, and what was considered a Lutheran underestimation of good works.

As Anglicans, we have no difficulty reconciling the teachings in the book of James that “faith without works is dead”
 with Paul’s teaching, “For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works . . .”
  James is talking about faith in the sense of bare intellectual assent – “You believe that God is one; you do well.  Even the demons believe – and shudder.”
  Paul tells us, “For by grace you have been saved through faith . . . not the result of works, so that no one may boast.  For we are . .  . created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”

It’s tempting to leave it at this.  Nice and tidy, consistent with Holy Scripture.  Faith and good works.  “ . . . you can’t have one without the other,” to quote the old Frank Sinatra song about love and marriage.  But that wouldn’t be honest, because it’s just not that straightforward.  In a sermon on our gospel today, Barbara Brown Taylor writes:

Matthew gives me a pain.  Life is never as clear cut as he makes it out to be; I cannot sort things out the way he does.  Worse yet, whenever I am supposed to preach on a passage like this one, God seems to turn the heat up . . .

Tuesday morning a man offered to wash my car in exchange for enough money to buy some work boots.  I said yes, although the price doubled before he was through.  Tuesday afternoon he came back to offer me a wax job because he needed a hard hat, too.  I said yes again.  Wednesday he came back for Thanksgiving grocery money and I said no.  Was that the right thing to do?

Wednesday night I was standing in the checkout line at Kroger’s with a 25 pound bag of dog food when a woman greeted me from behind.  “Hello, honey,” she said, and I turned around to smile at someone I had never seen before in my life.  “Could you give me a dollar to buy some hot dogs?” she said, and my face fell.  She had one bunch of celery in her cart.  “I just wanted something for my supper,” she said, and I handed her the dollar bill with an exasperated sound that I regret even now.  Was that the right thing to do?”

Taylor goes on to say that one thing is for sure – you don’t win salvation like a scavenger hunt, checking off one hungry person, one thirsty one, one sick one, and one in prison.  You can’t toss a quarter in a cup or throw a dollar bill at an old woman in the grocery store and call it done.

So how much is enough?  How much fruit must our tree bear?  How are we to come to grips with the judgment of Christ, when deep down we know we are part sheep and part goat?  For that matter, how are we to come to grips with a God who condemns people to eternal punishment?  Not for some terrible sin, but for failing to do good.  With no chance of parole, for eternity.  If that doesn’t trouble you, I think you should think again.

When I have trouble comprehending the afterlife or the final judgment, I try to put it in terms of our life on earth.  While I may not be able to comprehend heaven and hell, I do know that some people live a life of joy and selflessness and happiness here on earth.  Others live a life of anger and self-righteousness and bitterness.  Heaven and hell, right here, right now.  So in thinking about salvation, I began asking myself, “What is it that brings people to heaven on earth, and what is it that brings them to hell?”

Let me tell a story, a true one, to explain my answer.  The story is of a couple in Tennessee. Their first names were Gracie and Green.  They lived in the countryside and married quite young, in 1924.  They ran a grocery store together, when she wasn’t feeding the animals and he wasn’t in the fields.  Gracie and Green went to church, with Gracie sometimes poking Green with her elbow to keep him awake.  There was one belief they lived and taught above all others – love the Lord your God with all your heart, and love your neighbor as yourself.  Which they put into practice.  Sometimes they gave away as many groceries as they sold.  Gracie would walk through rain and snow to bring food to a hungry family or to help someone that was ill.  Green would do carpentry work and lay bricks at the church, and was always available to help widows and other farmers when they needed a hand.

In her mid 50’s, Gracie suffered from crippling arthritis and several strokes.  She became bedridden.  Eventually no communication came from her motionless lips or staring eyes.  Others tried to convince Green to put Gracie in a nursing home, where she would be cared for by those trained to help the invalid.  But he would hear nothing of this.  For years he cooked her meals and fed her.  Lifted her from her bed to change her sheets – three or four times a day.  Bathed her, dressed her, laundered her clothes, and gave her medication.  Read to her, and on special occasions he made sure she wore an especially pretty dress or that she had flowers, or could hear the Christmas carolers.  When she died, Green spoke only of how Gracie was no longer uncomfortable, no longer hurting, no longer burdened with illness. 

So despite the worst of circumstances, Green was, in my thinking, in heaven.  As close as we get on earth.  Along with Gracie.  They were in heaven because they loved each other.  It was a true, deep, abiding love.  A rarity then as now.

Earlier we talked about creed and deed, about faith and works of charity.  And that they somehow come together for our salvation.  Paul tells us that the somehow is love.  He writes, “If I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.”  And he says, “If I give away all my possessions . . . but do not have love, I gain nothing.”

He tells us something about love, too.  He tells us love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.

The love that Green had for Gracie is available to us all.  It costs nothing, but demands all.  But that demand is no burden, for it is a gift to those we love.

We all have a measure of time on this earth, and we use the time in different ways.  If we are to follow Jesus, there is only one way.  A narrow one.  His is the way of love.  So we should ask ourselves this:  are we patient, are we kind, are we generous?  And are we happy?  Are we in heaven, while here on earth?
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