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Today is an interesting paradox. The last Sunday of Pentecost otherwise known as the last 

Sunday of ―ordinary time‖. Christ the King Sunday. Next Sunday is the First Sunday of Advent- 

the first Sunday of a new liturgical year. It is a time of transition within a larger time of 

transition. Almost nothing is static right now.  

 

If we can take a step back from the pandemic- which is hard- we can see that the world has 

continued on in many ways as it has done in years past. The leaves have turned color- and given 

last week’s windstorms, many are now down and many trees are bare against the sky. The 

weather has generally turned colder, and even the latest harvest has happened with the fields 

stripped and stubble remaining. Animals have begun to wear their winter coats, as have we.   

 

The end of the year – liturgical or otherwise- is a good time to stop and take stock of where we 

have been and where we think we are going. What have we learned through this time since 

Pentecost in May, especially but not exclusively, focused on the changes brought about by this 

pandemic? 

 

Well, just as in years past, things have grown and bloomed. Things have been harvested. 

Things have died or at least are settling in for winter. It’s a perfect time for a bit of reflection 

about our life as Christians. 

 

If this is Christ the King Sunday, what do we make of the readings for today? Sheep and sheep in 

the reading from the Old Testament. Sheep and goats in the Gospel. Right hand and left hand. 

Blessings on some but others go away into eternal punishment. 

 

As you know by now, I don’t like the left-handed or the goats getting sent into eternal 

punishment. I’m left-handed and the only time my Mom went to school on my behalf was when 

my first-grade teacher, Miss Ferris, wanted to switch me to be right-handed. My Mom said ―no.‖ 

Apparently, she also fought that battle with my paternal grandmother. I have wondered if this 

was partly a response to the Gospel lesson. Those on the left-hand get sent into the flames of 
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perdition. I never had a chance, or thought, to ask that question of Miss Ferris or my paternal 

grandmother but I wonder. That was the 1950’s when life, church and Biblical understandings 

were somewhat different in many cases from today. 

 

And, as for the goats, what did they do that was so wrong? According to the Cornell University 

Small Farms program
1
, it is good to graze goats and sheep in the same pasture. They browse and 

graze on different things so the overall pasture actually benefits from the two species being 

together. When I lived in Mississippi, we used to joke that maybe I should get a goat or two 

because goats love to eat the kudzu, which threatens to take over everything. And, goats will eat 

poison ivy as well – and given my extreme allergic reactions to that plant, that would be a very 

good thing!  

 

Maybe I – and we – need to move away from literal images of sheep and goats. Jesus, after all, 

uses images and metaphors to help us look at the world in a different way. Maybe the focus 

should be more on what the animals stand for in this reading.  

 

In Ezekiel, we have only sheep. But within that herd of sheep there are those who jostle others 

aside. The big and healthy ones have pushed those who were smaller or not well aside. And God, 

through the shepherd will first gather all of them together and then separate those who have not 

acted kindly towards others from those who needed help. But first all are gathered together.  

  

According to Ezekiel: God will ―feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel 

shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich 

pasture on the mountains of Israel. I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make 

them lie down, says the Lord GOD. I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I 

will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I 

will feed them with justice.‖ 

 

What is the prophet getting at when he says that God will feed them with justice? You’ll get 

yours? Revenge is a dish best served cold? Where is our image of God as ever forgiving if there 

is no repentance? You reap what you sow.  

 

Part of what Jesus is after, I think, is to encourage us to discern why we do what we do. Do we 

feed the hungry, visit the sick, clothe the naked because we are supposed to – and because we 

fear judgment, the outer darkness, if we don’t? Or do we take these actions because we recognize 

that we have been blessed with so much, and it is through the grace of God that we can share 

with our neighbors. Perhaps the images of sheep and goats in the Gospel reading is to remind us 

that people have different outlooks on life and different values — and that as Christians we also 

ought to be seeing each and every person as a child of God. As Christians we ought to be 

reaching out with what we have been blessed with to those who have less.  

 

In the Ezekiel reading, we have sheep and sheep. Some behave well and some do not. Perhaps 

the message is that those who behave badly look just like us. And we too, at times, behave badly. 

We’ve seen a culture of suspicion and distrust for others grow these last several years- people 
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who look just like us holding opinions and taking actions that make it hard for us to love them as 

children of God. And yet, we are called to do just that. 

 

The images of sheep and goats might make it seem like it will be easy to tell who’s living the life 

that Jesus wants us to live and who isn’t. I don’t think that’s true, though. Goats look different 

from sheep but their behaviors can in many ways be similar. 

 

The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard wrote about his quandary over what God was calling 

him to do – not just what God had called him to be. His response was that he must integrate into 

himself the Gospel message — in his heart as well as his head. Intellectual knowledge and 

response by themselves are insufficient. Heart must lead, yes, but hands and feet must follow. 

Head, heart, hands and feet — they must all be integrated in order to live an authentic life 

faithful to the Gospel message. 

 

The ministry of Jesus wasn’t only about sitting around a table and talking. It wasn’t only about 

teaching, although teaching was very much part of who Jesus was and how he related to people. 

 

Remember Mary and Martha: the one sister sitting at the feet of Jesus absorbing his teaching 

while the other worked to make sure all the guests were taken care of. Jesus’s whole ministry 

was full of action. He got out among the people and found out what their needs were. 

Sometimes he filled those needs — and sometimes he asked questions: ―Do you want to be made 

well?‖ We know Jesus could heal — but in at least this case, the question was ―do you want to 

be made well?‖ Jesus led people to articulate their needs and then to act on them: ―Get up and 

walk.‖ 

 

Jesus calls us to action:  

Feed the hungry, 

Clothe the naked, 

Tend the sick, 

Visit those in prison. 

 

The question from the righteous — that is from those who were in right relationship with God- is 

―Lord, when did we see you hungry, naked, sick or in prison?‖ Those who were in right 

relationship with God did not even see that they were serving God- that they were living the 

Gospel message — by what they did. It was so integral to them that they were puzzled by Jesus’s 

statement. 

 

Jesus responds with the famous line: if you fed the hungry, clothed the naked, tended the sick or 

visited those in prison- then you served me. Each of the least of these carries within him-or her- 

self the image of God. If you can see Christ in the least among us, then you serve God. 

 

And when we fail to see Jesus in the least among us, then we also turn away God. And we damn 

ourselves for judging others and for failing to help when we are able. God doesn’t sit back and 

wait. God is active in the world — although sometimes it can be hard to see God when flooding 

and famine and earthquakes and all the other horrors of the world are around us. God calls us to 

overcome our fears and to act with love and compassion towards others. 
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The role the prophet Ezekiel and then Jesus set before us today is that of servant leadership. 

If I’m caught up in my own needs and wants, then it’s hard to serve others — and often hard to 

even see the wants and needs of others. In today’s Gospel, then, I think the sheep signify those 

who are attuned to and respond to the needs of others. The poor goats represent those who 

remain focused on their own needs and too often remain oblivious to the needs of others. 

 

Mark Lee, pastor of a United Church of Christ congregation in Fort Collins, CO reminds us that 

as long as we focus on our needs- on instances where we call ourselves victims — then we 

cannot be part of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church. When we focus on our divisions, 

we cannot find the love of Christ in all persons — in our common vision. The kingdom of God 

remains a far-off reality when we focus on what we have suffered rather than what Christ has 

brought to us as the best model of the best kind of leadership — the best kind of kingship. When 

we focus on our common vision and understanding that all persons are children of God, worthy 

of dignity and respect, regardless of outward appearance or circumstance, then rather than 

scarcity we can have abundance. ―I came that you might have life and might have it abundantly‖ 

Jesus says. But as long as we are focused on ―mine‖, scarcity is our reality. Lee reminds us that 

conflicts will lose their significance when belief in God, belief in Jesus as Christ, becomes our 

all-in-all.
2
 

  

Last Sunday of Pentecost: a Sunday when we can reflect upon the last year. How well have we 

lived as disciples of Christ? How well have we proclaimed the Gospel to all with whom we come 

into contact? Have we fed the hungry, clothed the naked, tended the sick or visited those in 

prison? Or have we been so wrapped up in our own needs and wants — and ways in which we 

feel we are victims that our world has become smaller and smaller. Have we missed seeing the 

sunshine outside for the gloom inside? 

 

Jesus offers help in a myriad of ways- some directly, some indirectly, and some that call us to 

respond and stand tall: do you want to be made well? Do you want to be restored as a fully-

functioning member of society? Hard questions sometimes. Hard answers sometimes. Each, 

however, seeks to restore us to our full and healthy humanity. 

 

So Sundays like today are times to reflect upon the past year even though the pandemic. When 

we did well, celebrate. When we didn’t do so well, look and see how we might do better the next 

time. Where, even in the pandemic, might we find ways to be more Christ-like? When our focus 

turned inward instead of outward, be alert to the next time we’re tempted to hold a pity party 

because life isn’t exactly how we wish it might be. It’s not, frankly, but that doesn’t mean we 

need to stop loving and caring for others. Perhaps especially in this time of grief and loss we 

need to focus outward. We need to focus on seeing Christ in all persons. And we need to act. 

Amen. 

                                                           
2
 Mark Lee in Feasting on the Word, Year A, vol. 4 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), 331. 


