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The Judgment of the Nations
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will
sit on the throne of his glory. 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 the left. Then the
king will say to those at his right hand, ‘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 the
righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave
you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw
you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was
it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer
them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are
members of my family, you did it to me.’ Then he will say to those at his left hand,
‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil
and his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you
gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and
you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then
they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a
stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ Then he will
answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these,
you did not do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the
righteous into eternal life.”
There are a lot of evil people and systems in the world and I for one would
dearly love to see this evil eradicated. Think of the young teen a week ago or so
ago, who had been abducted in the U.S. and was saved when she used a
Canadian-designed signal that was made popular on Tic Tok. To her captor it
might have looked like she was waving to passing motorists, but the symbol of
the thumb pulled into the palm of your hand and the fingers coming down quickly
over the thumb was a symbol for women to use in cases of domestic abuse. I am
grateful she was found safe … but the sickness in the man who abducted her is
pure evil.

I think of slavery. There are more people in slavery today than at any other
time in history. More than 40 million people around the world were victims of
modern slavery in 2016, including about 25 million in forced labour, and 15
million in forced marriages. If they all lived together in a single city, it would be
one of the biggest cities in the world. About 1 in 5 are slaves to the sex traffic
industry, but most slavery is in mainline industry: agriculture, mining, fishing, and
domestic service.
I also think of those scammers who are finding new and creative ways to get
you to give them their money. We had a ‘phishing’ scam at the church this week
where the scammer pretended to be me. They didn’t hack my emails or our
contact info, they simply used our website to find any emails we use for
announcements and then they pretended to be the minister — me. The email
address they used isn’t actually mine, but it looks like it could be. The scammer
asked for a favour to help someone I’m visiting in hospital by sending a gift card.
We had a member who thought it was a legit. They are really clever, so it’s easy
be tricked. It just makes me sick and furious when someone takes what is good
— caring for the sick and appealing to our faith and generosity, and then twists it
for evil. Just disgusting! I also think of refugees fleeing persecution who are
swindled out of the little money they have, and are used as pawns in larger
political squabbles. I could go on and on because the list of evils and abuses is
miles long.
Our scripture takes place towards the end of Jesus’ ministry. This story of the
last judgement is part of the final teachings and stories that Jesus tells his
followers. The story paints a picture of the end of times when Jesus is in his
rightful place, fully recognized as the Christ, the King of the world, sitting on the
throne of glory, and in that space the nations come and are separated and
judged.
When I get to this scripture, I think “Finally, they are going to get their
comeuppance! Everything will be put right and those greedy, evil people will be
judged!” I just want a front row seat with buttery popcorn and Reese’s Pieces
candies on top to watch this satisfying drama unfold, where good triumphs over
evil at last!
There’s just one problem. In this story, Jesus doesn’t talk about evil people.
He doesn’t say: “For I was hungry and you robbed me of every last penny I had, I
was thirsty and you laughed at me and pushed my face in the dust, I was a
stranger and you separated me from my children and incarcerated them while
deporting me, I was naked, sick, in prison and you kicked me while I was down
and made sure I’d never get up.”
We are so used to judging and being judged and punished for the bad things
we do that our first reading of this text just amplifies that story on the large screen
for the last judgement. But in this story that Jesus tells his followers, it is not a

question of judging between good and evil, but of judging between good and not
good enough. The judgement is not for those who did something bad, but for
those who didn’t do something good. They were judged not because they did evil
but because they did nothing.
Gah! Put down that buttery popcorn and try to look innocent, because the
lights are turned not on those people but on me.
Oh how the judgement fits! How often have I failed to see and do something
for people in need? Oh I have my excuses. I’m just so busy, how could I possibly
do more? I’m also distracted and I probably didn’t notice the need in the first
place. And the needs are rarely simple— often like homelessness. It’s
complicated. If we had a dollar for every person who thinks homelessness would
be solved if churches just opened their doors, we’d have funding for so much
more support for people who desperately need it. We did open our doors. And
there is a homeless shelter, and you only have to cross the 401 to see that the
need is still there. It’s complicated. Mental health and addictions and years of
abuse for many who are on the street make it far from simple. When it’s
complicated or controversial it’s so much easier to do nothing and to hope that
someone else will do something.
And then there is the overwhelming need. I feel that overwhelm. What the
heck can I do about human trafficking or slavery around the world? What can I do
about racism in Canada? What can I do about Climate Change and our sick
planet? What can I do about the lack of nurses and PSW’s or how about
addictions and that person who just keeps relapsing?
In the face of overwhelm, I shut down. And indeed, it’s not just me. I wish I
could find the study I read recently, but it showed that if individuals are presented
with one child in need and asked to make a donation, people almost always do,
and they will make a generous donation — let’s say $500. But if they are
presented with 10 children in need, not only do they give less per child, the
amount they give overall is less. So, they’ll give $500 for one child in need but
$400 total for 10 children in need. The bigger the problem, the less motivated we
are to do something about it. And I feel that — if my small amount won’t really
make a difference, why bother?
But it turns out it does make a difference: Whatever you did to the least of
these, you did to me.
We are connected.
Archbishop Desmond Tutu often talks about “Ubuntu”. Ubuntu is a Nguni
Bantu term meaning "humanity". It is often translated as "I am because you are,"
but is often used in a more philosophical sense to mean "the belief in a universal
bond of sharing that connects all humanity". I cannot be well if you are not well. I
love that we are connected, but it turns out that Jesus is connected. He does not

say “You really should do good things” but rather, he makes it deeply personal. In
the grand scheme of things, it does make a difference, because it turns out that
doing something to help those in need is how we show love and devotion to the
King of Kings.
Today is Christ the King Sunday, the day that we remember that the humble
peasant who healed and taught love; who saved people from torment and gave
them life is in fact the king. The sign on the cross “King of the Jews” was meant
to mock. But it was true.
Part of my problem when faced with a world of need is that I forget that I am
not the king, I am not the saviour. That job is already taken. I am not called to
save the world, to solve world hunger, to find a cure for cancer, to eradicate
abuse or slavery or any number of other evils. Only the Christ can bear the sin
and suffering of the world and live.
I am not called to save the world, but as I follow and worship the one who is, I
am called to do something. But how do I, how do we, get past the obstacles of
busyness, distractions, the complexity of the needs and sheer overwhelming
volume of need?
Last year I preached a sermon where I encouraged you to use the
5 fingers on your hand to help think about our call to do something that makes a
difference.
The first finger, perhaps your thumb is to do something to help a need that is
inside you. I am not saying that you have to be perfect or wait till you have your
act together to help others, but there’s a reason airlines tell us to put on our own
oxygen mask before helping others. People who help others, over and over,
without attending to the emptiness, the addiction, the anxiety and the anger that
is inside, will eventually burn out or burn others, and therefore add to the
suffering in the world. People who are willing to admit that the problems are not
just out there, but they are indeed very much in here, are far kinder, humbler and
more compassionate to other hurting people.
The second finger is used to remind us to make a difference in the life of
someone close to you: a situation in your family, or with a close friend. Where
can you bring more life and help lift the burden of someone you love? Spend time
in prayer about that, because even the needs of those we love can be
overwhelming. We are not called to fix them, but we are called to do something.
The third finger is to make a difference in your community, or in your
workplace or institution, or to someone you know but who is not in your inner
circle. Perhaps that looks like volunteering with the Food Bank or making a
donation to a local organization that helps others. Perhaps it’s meeting a
particular financial need in a situation you heard about.
The 4th finger reminds us to do something for a situation that is big and beyond

you: like standing with the Indigenous peoples in this country, like racism or
human trafficking. It might involve bringing more awareness to an issue or writing
letters to MP’s, it might involve donating to organizations like Our Kenyan Kids or
the Mission and Service fund of the United Church.
Pray about each of those specific needs you are called to do something about
it. And then pray daily about those people and situations and what concretely you
are called to do. God knows your abilities and your limitations. It might be prayer,
a phone call, a donation, and it might be educating others, mobilizing a petition,
or deciding to work in that area.
What about your fifth finger? I haven’t forgotten it. Keep that one to remind you
to be open and flexible so that God can call us to see and respond to something
new, so that we don’t just pat ourselves on the back and say “I’ve done my part”.
“Sorry, I gave at the office.” If you are open, you might hear God whispering “Say
hi to the woman outside the coffee shop, and break through her feelings of deep
loneliness and worthlessness.”
Jesus said Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength,
and love your neighbour as yourself. On this Christ the King Sunday we
remember that we worship a king like no other — a king of love, born in a
nowhere place in a stable to teenage parents.
Most kings demand gifts and taxes to themselves; our king asks that our
worship be to see and love others, and to offer the world actions of love. Not to
save the world, but to make a difference. Our king calls us to love and be
compassionate to ourselves so that we might bring more love and justice, more
of the kingdom of God to earth. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as
it is in heaven.
***

