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The King’s Speech: The Final Word

Matthew 25:31-46


According to the traditional church calendar, today, the last Sunday before the first Sunday of Advent, is always designated as Christ the King or Reign of Christ Sunday.  Which, to think of it, could hardly be more ironic.  The One who is exalted and adored today as this world’s sovereign Lord, reigning majestically over all the nations of every generation, that exalted ruler is about to be engulfed and swamped by a commercialism flood of tsunami proportions sentimentally called Christmas, when patriotism demands that we max out our savings and our credit cards in order to inflate our country’s Gross Domestic Product figure for 2011.  All, of course, to the massaging background sounds of “Ho, ho, ho,” and “Rudolf, the Red-nosed Reindeer.” 


But, let us now, to the best of our ability, stay focused here today on The King’s Speech: The Final Word.  And, we need to begin with a few comments about the setting of the King’s Speech in Matthew’s gospel.   One of the particular features about Matthew’s gospel are five discourses or teaching moments for Jesus.  The first such block of material is chapters five through seven, called the Sermon on the Mount.  Now, did Jesus sit down with a microphone clipped to his collar and give those five speeches or discourses all at one time?  I don’t think so.  It is just how Matthew gathered, edited and arranged for each discourse the parables and sayings Matthew attributed to Jesus.


Which brings us to the fifth and last discourse, from the beginning of chapter 23 through the end of chapter 25 and the story I just read of the Son of Man, who is Jesus returned, in all his majestic, sovereign glory before all the nations, carrying out the final judgment, separating the sheep and the goats.  To quote one commentator, the words in this dramatic and unforgettable story of the sheep and the goats are “the last words of Jesus’ last discourse, a climactic point to which Matthew has carefully built.”  So dramatic and so climactic, perhaps even worthy of consideration for an academy award!  It is the King’s speech, the final word, before Matthew begins in the next chapter relating the tragic and inevitable events leading to Jesus’ trial and crucifixion.


Here, I must admit that as your interpreter I approach this story of the separation of the sheep and the goats with a bit of a handicap.  I know nothing about sheep.  I suppose they are grateful, because I’ve never eaten lamb nor do I care to.  And, regarding goats, my last experience with a goat was when my college fraternity had a goat for a mascot.  We all thought it was cute when he ate cigarette butts and drank beer.  But, we didn’t think it was so cute when we discovered he especially enjoyed lowering his head and aiming his horns at skirts!  We didn’t need a goat defending us against the coeds! 


But, despite how little I know about sheep and goats I was able to recognize in the story that there is no mention of Presbyterians.  As astounding as it may sound, one apparently does not need to be a Presbyterian to be numbered among the righteous.  And even more alarming is that no credit whatsoever is given for serving on a session or presbytery committee and sitting countless hours in long meetings discussing the same things you talked about at the last meeting.  None of that, according to these final words in the King’s speech count for being included among the righteous!  How can that be?


Now let’s just consider something else about this extraordinary passage.  Just imagine if we stood outside a shopping center and stopped people who haven’t had anything to do with the church, and we know there are quite a few people these days in that category.  And, what if we read this passage to them and asked if it came from the Koran, the Old Testament, the New Testament or the sayings of Confucius.  My point is that to the average person, I don’t think it sounds particularly Christian.  The basis for judgment between the righteous and the unrighteous is not any confession of faith in Christ.  And nothing is said of grace, justification, or the forgiveness of sins, all basic Christian themes.  No mention is made of keeping the Ten Commandments.  What counts is one thing, whether one has acted with loving and charitable care for needy people like especially the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, those sick, and those in prison.


Almost sounds like something so-called social “progressives” might have written and slipped into the Bible, doesn’t it!  But, that leads me to suggest that there can be such a thing as “progressive burnout.”  I mean didn’t Jesus quite accurately observe one time that you’ll always have the poor with you.  And, isn’t it the truth?  There is no end to human tragedy and need in this world.  We are surrounded by it, no matter how many gates your community or country club has on it.  You can’t keep it out, unless you’ve stopped watching T.V., reading the newspaper or listening to the radio.  And then on top of that the church likes to come around every fall and ask for your pledge for the next year.  Haven’t we all sometime said to ourselves, “I’ve given enough money and time, and I’m tired.”  “Progressive burnout” I call it.  What do you call it?    


And, may I add one more thing that I think most of us are tired of, and that’s being taken advantage of, you know, “conned.”  About four months ago, as is my usual Thursday practice on my way home from teaching in Coachella, I stopped at Costco on 111 for gas.  It was a hot day again, and it was at least a 100 or higher by 10:15 in the morning when I was at the Costco gas pumps.  I don’t know if you also fill up there, but when you leave the pumps you go about 30 or 40 feet, stop and then make a left turn.  Across from that turning point is the extended parking lot for Costco.  That part of the lot happened to be empty that morning.  But, just beyond where the cars were turning, was a man sitting slumped in a wheel chair, turned sideways from the gas pumps, but there alone in a parking space.  Every driver would see him before making the left turn.


It was a curious sight.  And shortly I saw a man leave the gas pumps in his car, drive across, stop, and get out, walk over and hand the man something.  I assumed it was some money.  I decided I would do the same thing, and I did.  I pulled my car over, walked over and gave him enough for well over a week’s lunches on Costco Polish sausages.  And, I told him he should get out of the hot sun as soon as possible.


I’m not telling you this story because I’m a good guy.  You’ve done the same thing, yourself, who knows how many times.  But, as I was approaching the man, my head was saying things like, “This is the slickest con-job I’ve ever seen.  In a half hour he could make over $100.”  Who could possibly eat that many Polish sausages?  


In this gospel story today, and for example also in the Story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus never warns us to be careful because that hungry person, that person with nothing to wear, that person in prison deserves where they are, and if they had just taken care of themselves, gone to college, and obeyed the rules like the rest of us they wouldn’t be in trouble needing a handout from our generosity.  And, then after we’ve offered our generous gift of time and money, in no time they’re back in the same problem again.   No, Jesus never warns us about being taken advantage of like that.  Was he stupid?  Or was Jesus always just talking about God’s boundless generosity toward us?  We make the same confession of sins, week after week, the same story every time with only slight variations.  I think God is all too familiar with being “conned.”  And still God keeps caring for us, forgiving us, and responding so generously to our limitless needs.  


Well, it’s time to end after just one more thing.  I was on the treadmill last Sunday watching Meet the Press, and an interview that included the New York Times columnist, David Brooks.  The topic, sadly, was Penn State.  Brooks said that in a lot of the discussion there’s been the supposition that if we were there, we would have intervened.  But, he said, the fact is that people do not intervene.  He pointed to research where people were asked, “If you saw something cruel, if you saw racism and sexism, would you intervene?”  Then they hire actors, and they put it right in front of the people they just interviewed.  And the people do not intervene.  Brooks said, it’s called “the bystander effect.”  Brooks emphasized, “It happens again and again, people don’t intervene.”


Don’t you agree with me, despite our “progressive burnout?”  Jesus has the final word for us about the boundless human need and suffering that is everywhere we look.  We can’t be bystanders.  We have to continue intervening, and generously!  Amen.  


