I am tired of hearing about judgment.  I am overwhelmed by stories of outer darkness and weeping and gnashing of teeth.  Sheep and goats, righteous and wicked, wise and foolish, faithful and lazy…  It’s giving me a complex.  Maybe you feel it, too.   It’s as if the past couple months have done nothing but warn us, scowling and shaking a finger, that when the master comes it’s going to be a dark and angry day.  And today, on Christ the King Sunday, what are we told will be the Son of Man’s first act when he comes in glory?  Judgment.  It is desperately hard to be inspired to follow a king when all you get are cautionary tales.

This text is especially tough for us to hear because the division is so clear-cut: you’re either a sheep who didn’t know you were doing good, or you’re a goat that didn’t know you were doing bad.  “Lord, when was it that we saw you?” is the question either way, leaving us to wonder: what is it we’re doing that’s serving Christ or ignoring Christ?  It’s a blanket statement leaving us to write ourselves in.  And odds are, each of you is doing just that.

My mom is a teacher, and the reason she doesn’t make overall statements like “Some of you are doing the right thing” is because the kids who are doing the right thing probably actually care about it, so they’re going to be extra-sensitive about having possibly gotten it wrong.  The ones who don’t care about it either think they’re doing fine or don’t care enough to listen.  
In other words: the motivated only get more guilty, and the prideful or unconcerned only put up their feet.  The sheep think they’re goats and the goats think they’re sheep.  So either we’re worried to pieces about being good enough, or we’re snobs.  Either way it’s hard to win.  And here we are, stuck in the middle, trying to figure out how we’re supposed to hear this text here and now, and what it means for us, for our neighbor, and for our future.  We get worn down by the constant warnings that start to feel like threats, and we wonder just what kind of King it is that we serve.
Sometimes I like to give away the ending early, just in case some of you are already thinking about the Vikings game this afternoon.  So, here’s the point: we are living in God’s kingdom, and everything we do here is to God’s glory.  Living a life of mercy and love that reflects the goodness of our king is remarkably easy.  It’s actually intrinsic to our very being, and part of our identity of children of God.  A simple openness to the work of the Spirit in your life means you can and will visit the sick and clothe the naked, because it needs to be done for the sake of the neighbor and as a servant of God.  
It is the opposite of what we might think we’re supposed to be doing if we’re trying to earn our way into the kingdom, which is bending over backwards to make God happy.  If we only work and serve our king to actually seek our own gain, we’re asking “Lord, when is it that we saw you?”  We can’t see the forest for the trees.  We’re walking past those we are meant to serve, choosing instead to be more concerned about ourselves.
In this story from Matthew, those who are sent to the left weren’t just ignorant.  They didn’t accidentally miss that people were in need of help and service.  They actively chose not to serve.  They made a choice to not be merciful and gracious, but to instead be self-concerned.  Their acts are not just omissions, but purposeful moves away from kindness and service.  Frankly, they have not been condemned: they have condemned themselves.  In seeking only to serve God for the sake of being noticed, they have closed themselves out in darkness.  When we ignore community, when we decide that we are the most important thing and we can earn our way into God’s good favor, we resign ourselves to weeping and gnashing of teeth.  

On the other hand, quite literally, are those who served.  And clearly, by their response, they did not know it was their king they were serving.  They were reaching out to those who were hungry, imprisoned, naked, alone – those far from anything resembling a kingly state.  Their actions were merciful as our Lord is merciful, and their response reveals that they’re not doing it to obtain status or salvation, but simply because it needed doing.

In other words, we are all at work in God’s kingdom right here and right now, whether we like it or not.  Every act of mercy, no matter how small, matters not just to the stranger who is welcomed or the sick one who is being cared for, but to God.  We live into God’s kingdom not when we’re self-centered or even so blindly focused on our own salvation that we can’t see God at work all around us; we live into God’s kingdom when we love and serve, just as God does for us.

But maybe this hasn’t reassured you in any way.  Maybe you’re still wondering one way or the other what camp you fall under: sheep or goats.  How about this: whatever you think you are, you’re probably wrong.  After all, the responses from both sides are exactly the same: “Lord, when was it that we saw you?”.  In the presence of the Good Shepherd, the Son of Man in all his glory, neither sheep nor goats knew what they were – it’s only reasonable to think that the same might be true of us.  This text does not mean to make us obsess about coming judgment, but to challenge the way we think of ourselves and the work we do in this world.
This is what the word of God is meant to do: it comforts the afflicted and afflicts the comfortable.  To those of you who are afraid that you couldn’t possibly be doing enough – even when you don’t realize it, you are serving God.  And to those of you who are confident in your own standing, you need to consider the least of these hiding in the shadows.  We don’t need to be afraid or exhausted by judgment, but see it as yet another way that the living Word is working in our lives, meeting us where we are at and bringing God’s message of love, service, mercy, grace, and redemption into our lives.  The living Word is also at work in us, however, when it gives us a little kick in the pants.  When we feel convicted by these pronouncements of judgment, it’s time to consider how we’re actually serving our King.  It’s time to re-evaluate our motives.
How do we serve our king?  On this Sunday, the last before the season of Advent, where we prepare to greet our king as a homeless infant born to an unmarried mother, our king directs us to serve in humility.  In love.   When we reach out in compassion to the least of those in our community, those whose lives are as spare and desperate as Jesus’ own, we reach out to those who are members of Christ’s family.  The honor we give to these most needy, this is the honor we give to God.  When we sing about the unfailing goodness of our God, we can proclaim it with the certainty born of a lifetime of service side-by-side with the One who gave everything he had so that we could live.  Ultimately, it is not our work that has earned us the kingdom, but his.  It is not our love that works in this world, but his.  Thanks be to God.
