When did we see you Lord?

I am indebted to Kathryn Matthews for many of the ideas in this talk.

This week must have opened about 10 requests and thank you’s in the mail for our support for charities.  Here are some of them.

Our share of GNI going to aid – about 0.22% of our Gross National Income.
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25 years ago it was 0.34% and we were 9th in the world. Now 19th 

At about $150 pp / yr

UK has brought in legislation that enshrines 0.7% of GNI

Let’s look at one thing selfishly.  Does saving poor children from death lead to reducing the world’s population, therefore the demand on resources, ghg emissions, pollution etc.  In fact the opposite. – the more children are likely to survive due to better health care the lower the population forecast.  Mothers don’t have so many babies.  

The single most effective approach to reducing ghg and reducing predicted climate change is caring for women and girls.  Education for girls and maternal and infant health is the single most-likely way to reduce future ghg production It makes the population projections are lower and therefore resource and energy use.  

And that gets to the heart of what the "goats" in this story did, in response to God's call: nothing. They weren't "sinners" in the conventional sense of doing bad things, like sexual offenses or stealing or even murder. They just didn't do anything when they saw their sisters and brothers suffering.

As Jesus describes this apocalyptic scene, a huge, dramatic event with all the nations, and all the angels, and the Son of Man coming in glory and sitting on a throne, we might say that he draws our focus not up, at all this glory, but down, on the very thing, the down-to-earth thing, that he did throughout his teaching ministry: he noticed people in their need, and he responded.

What more Christian principles are there than love and justice, hospitality and compassion? Someone recently said to me that they were glad that our country has not been at war.   I did not say anything at the time but I did think that we have been at war, almost constantly most of my life.  Our troops have been in Malaya, Borneo, Korea, Vietnam, The Gulf War, Afghanistan, Iraq.  And we are still there.  Maybe he meant that war did not come to the East coast of Australia.
Consider our tax cuts for the wealthy, and the calls for cuts to social programs, how well do we model the teachings of Jesus?

In any case, remembering that this imperative to respond to the need of others is at the core of all the world great religions (and was in fact part of many ancient cultures and religions), it's not a stretch to put ourselves as a nation in this scene, with all the other nations, and all the angels, and the Son of Man returned now to judge whether we cared for those in need, or even noticed them in our midst.

this teaching is "crucial to our national health check. Do you think Jesus is fundamentally interested in systemic institutional commitment to the stranger? In this Matthew 25 passage he commands whole nations to treat those on the margins of life with dignity and love. How we as a nation help those who are poor, infirm, imprisoned and otherwise estranged determines what our ultimate judgment will be."  These are the people who are often systematically made invisible.  Consider our policy of ‘you will never come to Australia if you come by leaky boat but if you come by plane with a suit or boardshorts we will consider you.’ Almost all illegal immigrants in Australia have arrived by plane and overstayed their tourist or student visas. Currently 60 thousand of them living in Australia.

We might consider racism in our nation, and our long history of systemic mistreatment of First Nations people in every area of our shared life. In considering a "judgement" on "our national health," we might ask, for example, what it says about us as a society (again, one that claims to be Christian) that so many of our own members live in fear of the very powers and systems that ought to protect us all, without partiality. Our indigenous people are locked up about 30 times more than their non-indigenous neighbours.
Whom do we push, or allow to be pushed, to the margins of our shared life, assigning them by default a place of deprivation when it comes to education, safety, food and shelter, health care, even dignity and security--the "goods" of life?

If we have enough, or more than enough, of these goods, are we noticing those who do not, and are we putting our energies and attention toward making this imbalance right? Are we using whatever advantage we have, in wealth, in voice, in power, in security, to advance the wellbeing of others without those advantages?
Today's reading makes it clear what Jesus thinks about these questions, and our answers to them.

And yet, many Christians read this text as instruction for our personal, "private" spiritual lives, rather than applying its core message to our public, shared life. It's easier, and certainly more comfortable (even gratifying) to practice charity toward "the unfortunate"--warming our hearts as we extend a kindness or write a cheque or raise funds for a cause.  I did put my Card number on a few of the charity requests.  (But do not tell Pam!)
Not that there's anything wrong with these things, of course, but personal acts do not replace of corporate ones, or eliminate the need for them. 
I am proud that Uniting Church congregations strive to imagine, and then build, "another world" that embodies God's own vision of healing, justice, and mercy, even if we find such transformation overwhelmingly difficult. Still, we persist.  Whether this be in the realms of gambling reform, drug harm minimisation, climate equity, joining with the Aboriginal and Islander Congress, reaching those suffering in the bush from economic effects or weather, or what we normally regard as social services.  In fact the Uniting is the largest charity in Australia.

We're reminded of the Beatitudes, earlier in Matthew's Gospel, when we read a comment emanating from them. Who will be following Jesus? They're "not the power elite or the moral majority, forcing their will on the nations: they are identified with the weak of the earth and are more likely to be found in hospitals and prisons than in palaces."

That's where this text challenges us, not to define ourselves as "faithful" simply because we go to church and pray and occasionally make a contribution to a worthy cause or volunteer some of our time to help others.

The words of Jesus illustrate true religion that transforms our lives, opening our eyes to encounter the sacred in our everyday lives, including the sacred within our most-unexpected brothers and sisters. Isn't it sometimes easier to build beautiful houses of worship, to sing glorious hymns, or even to appreciate the beauty of nature, than it is to see the image of God in one another?  It is hard work.  


Matt 25 "seems to suggest that God's judgment will take us all by surprise, sheep and goats alike.  However, it's ironic that neither the sheep nor the goats saw Jesus in the suffering and needy; it's just that the sheep responded as Jesus would, because they grasped "the essence of discipleship," and "what it means to be a Christian."

Maybe it helps if we put ourselves in the place of those who are hurting, or lonely, or confused, or hungry...or maybe think of our loved ones in need. Would that evoke compassion in our hearts?  
6/10 of Australians claim they have never met an Aboriginal person but they make up 2 to 3% of the population. 
The stats around Indigenous incarceration may be much harder to address than simply finding an Indigenous person to meet, but I think it is still something we should all try to address, and meeting an Indigenous person isn’t a prerequisite for helping to apply pressure to governments to put more funding into areas that can help reduce incarceration rates – improved education, housing, employment opportunities, preventative and diversionary programs, family support services – or for supporting other tangible solutions.  I commend the program that Michael has initiated called  Eden Canoes.   

When it comes to preparing for the Final Exam of All Final Exams, many Christians believe that all we have to do to pass is to profess Jesus Christ as our Lord and Saviour. This text adds one more voice to that conversation, perhaps illustrating what it truly means to profess Jesus as Lord, just as the sheep knew the essence of discipleship.
On this Judgment Day, "salvation belongs not automatically to those who have faith, but rather to those who do faith."

Still, as much as Judgment Day strikes a measure of fear in our hearts, "God does not see the story of our lives as we see the story of our lives. God sees as God sees. This becomes our saving grace." We are saved, of course, by grace. In the meantime, are we living in the present as disciples of Jesus?

At the end of another year
We have reached the end of another calendar year, a year like no other we have experienced, because of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has affected the life of the church in profound ways. Undoubtedly, our stewardship programs and appeals, for example, have been challenged to tell the story of the church and its ministries in ways that are moving and inspiring "from a distance." Our church in Eden has been affected by the bushfires that came so close on the first Sunday of the calendar year.  Since then this little church has entered the lives of a far greater number of people and involved a larger group of volunteers to match.

As we "gather" virtually on Zoom (as we still share with the ones and twos) or in socially distanced services (sometimes outdoors), we take note still of the abundance of God's love and blessings in our shared life as the church. In our harvest and abundance, how is our church extending hospitality, even to those who seem least "deserving" of it?  
How is our church imagining another world in which the needs of "the least" are met? Who are people to whom you might reach out and, in your own turn, be surprised at what you might learn, and what you might receive?

In what ways and in what times have you felt like one of the sheep in this story, or, just as significantly, like one of the goats? 
The story clearly refers to more than just the churches, but to all the nations. 
How do we share this call to compassion, and respond to it, with people of other faiths, or even those "of no faith"?

We have come to the end of another liturgical year, and prepare now for Advent. A wonderful match for this Matthew 25 passage is this question.  "What could be more [image: image1.png]0.22
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surprising than a God who comes to dwell with us in the form of a poor, helpless child born in obscurity to peasant parents? Kid born in shed saves world. The first time I saw this quote was on a Christmas card from Michael and Petra many moons ago.
Indeed, God came to us as 'one of the least of these'--and still does." We should be wise, then, and watchful, and ready.

