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Texts: Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-34; Psalm 95:1-7a; Ephesians 1:15-23; Matthew 25:31-46

Theme: Practical Christianity
Scripture: 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.'  (Matthew 25:40)

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

Today we celebrate what has become known as the “Feast of Christ the King.” This Sunday is the
last Sunday on our Church Calendar, before we begin a new year next week on Advent I. For
those of us Christians who follow a more formal liturgy in public worship, the grand story of
salvation has been unfolding as we have journeyed through the Church Year: through Advent,
Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Holy Week, Easter, and the Ordinary Time following Pentecost.
Throughout these seasons, we have reviewed all the major events in Jesus’ life. We have looked
at his ministry and heard his teachings; and we have heard his call to each of us – a call to “Follow
me!” Now on this Sunday, at the year’s culmination, we laud Christ as the sovereign of all history.
But the one we acclaim today as “Lord of Lords and King of Kings” is also the one who will
return as judge of all.

In today’s gospel reading, Matthew depicts a dramatic scene in which Christ, now glorified, is
sitting on a throne. Standing before the Christ are multitudes of people, submitting to his
judgment as he divides them into two groups, even as a shepherd separates the sheep from the
goats. Those on the right-hand side of the king are invited to enter His kingdom; those on the left
are ordered to depart into eternal punishment. Both groups are surprised at the basis of the king’s
judgment: it is not for any great deeds of daring accomplished; it’s not from any status they have
achieved during their earthly lives; it’s not even because they have been faithful in believing some
basic Christian doctrines. Instead, the judgment is based on whether or not they have undertaken
simple acts of kindness to “the least of these” – to the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked,
the sick, even those in jail. Just ordinary acts of human kindness to those in need. “'Truly I tell
you,” says Jesus, “just as you did it to one of the least of these . . . you did it to me.”

A few years ago I was part of a book club that read an engaging novel entitled, “Walking Across
Egypt” by Clyde Edgerton . This is a fascinating story about Mattie Rigsbee, a 78-year-old widow1

who lives by herself in a small town in North Carolina where she is prominent in the leadership of
her local church. Mattie knows she is slowing down and can’t do as much as she used to. But she
is a deeply committed to her Christian faith, sings hymns every night, is at church every Sunday,
says a blessing before each meal, and tries to live her Christian beliefs. One Sunday Mattie hears a
sermon on this passage from Matthew 25 and struggles in the following weeks to understand who
is meant by “the least of these.” Through a series of coincidences, some of which are very funny
episodes, Mattie hears of 16-year-old Wesley, an orphan who has become a local delinquent,
courting trouble throughout his young life. Wesley is currently serving time in a juvenile detention
center for a recent car theft; he seems doomed to a life of crime and isolation. As Mattie struggles
to understand who the least of these might be she decides to take a pound cake (for which she is
quite famous) to Wesley at the juvenile detention center. One thing leads to another and an
unusual relationship begins to develop between Mattie and Wesley. Thus when Wesley escapes
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from the detention center, he seeks out Mattie. Mattie sees Wesley as an opportunity to dedicate
herself to a worthy cause, and she opens up her home to help this troubled youngster. Wesley, for
his part, sees Mattie as an easy mark whom he can manipulate and from whom he can steal. 

Though a major theme in the book is how this relationship between Mattie and Wesley evolves
over time, another sub-theme is how Mattie’s family and church community respond to her as she
reaches out to “the least of these.” Her grown children think Mattie’s beginning to lose her mind
in her elder years and begin to think that she should move to a retirement center or nursing home.
Her church community begins to grow very fearful when Mattie brings Wesley to worship with
her. In growing fear of Wesley’s presence, the church leaders begin surreptitiously to move
Mattie out of her own leadership roles in the local congregation.

Regardless of her family’s and church’s reaction to Wesley, Mattie continues to reach out to this
young man. And the overwhelming power of love becomes explicit in the narrative. This is a
wonderful book and I recommend it to you. It has also been made into a movie, which is available
on DVD through Amazon.

As in this book, one of the challenges of our gospel story this morning is understanding who is
meant by “the least of these.”  Taking a juvenile delinquent into one’s home as did Mattie
Rigsbee probably seems like a big deal, but I suspect that it’s the little acts of kindness in the
ordinariness of daily life that Jesus may be calling us to in this gospel text. Sometimes I think
we forget that following Christ most often occurs in the ordinary, everyday affairs of life during
which we serve others in simple acts of kindness.

A college chaplain tells of an experience he had, leading a bible study in a dormitory one evening
on this particular text in Matthew. After the chaplain had read the parable, a sophomore blurted
out, “I can do that!” “What?” asked the chaplain. “I can do that,” said the student. Then the
student added: “I thought to please Jesus you had to volunteer to be a missionary to Africa or
something, that you had to be some kind of martyr for the faith. But a cup of cold water? No
problem! I can’t start a church and preach a sermon, but I sure have time to visit in a jail. So
that’s it? I can do that!” The chaplain later commented: “It was a rare moment of insight in which
I got to look at a familiar text of scripture through the eyes of a 19-year-old. 

Today’s gospel is very practical Christianity. This judgment scene invites us to ask ourselves, as
did Mattie Rigsbee: “Who are the “least of these” whom I will encounter today as I head out to
church, to the office, to school, or to a community activity? It also invites us to ask ourselves as a
parish what we as a parish are doing to reach out to the least of these. Every time we reach out in
ministry to those in need, we are responding to Jesus’ explicit call in this morning’s Gospel. Did
you listen to all the announcements this morning, with the many calls to ministry and service to
others in the coming weeks! Throughout the year, three different TWELVE-STEP
PROGRAMS meet in our church facilities each week. Once/month members of NJLC take
communion to those shut-in at the LOVETTSVILLE HOME ASSISTED LIVING
FACILITY; the outreach activities every fall through “GOD’S WORK, OUR HANDS” is
incredible. Several of our members sign up to make BAG LUNCHES for a local shelter; just
recently, there was a cold-weather shelter drive, providing needed clothing to those living in
shelters. And we certainly can’t forget the many pounds of food brought into the FOOD
PANTRY throughout the year, which helps families and children throughout the year. And let’s
not forget the CARE KITS, PRAYER SHAWLS, and QUILTS created by members of this
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congregation for the sake of others. Next Saturday, several youth and adults from NJLC will help
with RISE AGAINST HUNGER as food supplies are packed for those in need. 

Much ministry is accomplished in and through the congregation of New Jerusalem, but I suspect
that more ministry than we can even imagine occurs as you, the members of this congregation,
just reach out to help someone in need as did Mattie Rigsbee in Walking Across Egypt. Most of
the time, I doubt we think of Matthew 25 when we’re engaged in these ministries; it’s just what
we do as Christian disciples. And I also suspect that we don’t necessarily remember that when we
live authentically as a disciple of Jesus by reaching out to the least of these, we are, in fact,
ministering to Jesus himself. . . . But maybe . . .

A short story  to conclude . . . One night as a man was walking down the street. He was suddenly2

attacked by a group of thugs, was beaten, dragged into an alley, and left for dead. As he was lying
and bleeding on the ground, he looked up into the dim light in the alley and saw the face of
another looking at him. He felt the touch of someone’s hands lifting his shoulder. At that moment,
he lost consciousness. In the hospital, when he regained consciousness, he remembered the face in
the alley and asked, “Is the one who helped me here? I want to speak to him.” “Yes,” the nurse
answered, “he is here and has been waiting to see you.” When the man walked into the room, the
one who was injured said, “I want to thank you for helping me in the alley this evening and I want
to tell you something. When I looked up into that dim light and saw your face, I thought you were
Jesus.” The man smiled and said, “When I heard your voice calling for help, I thought you were
Jesus.”

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.'  (Matthew 25:40)


