“Of Sheep and Goats”
Nov. 20, 2011

First Presbyterian Church, South Lyon

The Rev. Annemarie S. Kidder

Matt. 25:31-46

The Sunday School lesson is on Noah and the Ark.  So the teacher decides to open with a simple question about an animal the children would know.  “It sits in a tree, has a bushy tail, and eats nuts, what is it?”   There is silence among the children.  So the teacher asks the question a second time.  “It sits in a tree, has a bushy tail, and eats nuts.  What is it?  Surely, you know the answer.”  There is glum silence.  But before she can repeat it again, a little boy raises his hand and says, “I know the answer is Jesus, but it sure sounds like a squirrel to me.”

Today we see Jesus not sitting in a tree but on his glorious throne.  Before him are gathered not nuts but nations.  And he separates them into two groups.  Jesus compares this separation process to that of a shepherd who divides the females from the males, the sheep from the goats.  For a long time, the people of this world had co-existed as a  mixture of pepper and salt.  Like weeds and wheat, they had grown side by side and inch by inch.  But today it’s time to call a spade a spade and a sheep a sheep.

The Bible calls it Judgment Day.  Nations and people are being summoned before Christ as the King and Judge.  And his winnowing fork lies ready.  What will the verdict be?  Will I be acquitted or condemned, vindicated or locked up?  But instead of using words, Christ merely motions with his hand:  “You stand to my left, you to my right, left, right, left, right, left, right.”  The meaning of such a placement is clear.  For to the Middle Eastern mind to take the place at someone’s right is one of honor and at someone’s left of shame.

But there are furrowed brows and confused looks.  “How come I get to be in the place of honor?” one person asks himself.  “How come I am being put in the place of shame?” another demands out loud.  No one is sure what the measuring stick had been.  Did we not believe in you and pray in your name?  Did we not call ourselves Christians?  Soon it becomes clear that the measuring stick is not right belief but proper action, not professing our faith but expressing our love.

Christ turns to the blessed on his right with a gentle nod.  “I was hungry and you fed me, I was thirsty and you gave me a drink, I was a stranger and you made me feel welcome, I was without clothes and you dressed me, I was sick and homebound and you came for visits, I was in prison and you saw me.”  But to the others he casts a withering look.

What then separates these two groups of people, the blessed who are called sheep and the cursed called goats?  More than their good works, it is their attitude.  Those put in a place of shame are those marked by self-absorption.  They had learned what it took to get what they wanted in life.  Standing off safely in the sidelines, they refused to stand out or stand up.  Convenience and comfort were of greater value than doing what’s right.  And they regarded others as a means to an end and a bridge over which to walk.  To those Christ says, “Depart from me.”  But those placed on the right had a different attitude.  Life for them hadn’t been easy and they weren’t used to getting their way.  Obstacles were thrown their way frequently.  Calculated self-interest was a foreign notion.  And there was little time to think of themselves and so much else to do.  The invitations to do good just kept piling up for them.  And so they tried to meet them as best they could with the means they had.

Which attitude describes our own?  Do I vacillate between self-interest and the good of others?  Do I aim to have my personal needs first met and my opinions being heard here at church or am I aiming to build up the church’s unity, purity, and peace?  
Today we dedicate ourselves and our gifts for the coming year.  What we commit to give we have already decided.  We have filled out our promise card and will be bringing it forward.  But there is one thing that remains:  Are we prepared to release a little of that self-interest, a little of that personal opion of ours for the good of the body?  It is obvious that many here are doing just that.  Last week the Nominating Committee has been blessed to be able to fill all open slots for the offices of elder and deacon.  This is great news, given a three-year commitment.  It’s certainly proof that God is at work.  It’s testimony of God’s power in our midst.  And it’s evidence that we are more sheep than goat.

Let us keep in mind that what we are doing today is for the larger good, the good of Christ’s body and his future work in and through us in this church and the world.

No amount given is too little.  We give what we can because Christ gave first.  Even while we were still sinners, he died for us.  He went first, he gave first.  And so we  respond, one step at a time and one act of releasing and self-giving and letting go.  Can you see that fist here opening up and showing the bare empty hand?  Christ will find it and hold it and fill it.  And that is good reason indeed to rejoice and be glad.  Amen.
