
Brian Peterson is a 31 year-old 
artist who designs cars for a living. 
He lives in Santa Ana, CA. Matt 
Faris is a 38 year-old man who has 
been homeless for a decade. He 
would often sit outside Brian’s 
apartment building. For months 
Brian passed Matt on his way to 
and from work. Then one day, 
Brian decided to introduce himself. 
Brian apologized for ignoring him 
for months— acting like he wasn’t 
there. He found out that Matt was 
a musician who had moved to 
California from Kentucky years 
ago. Matt’s music career never 
panned out. In a sudden burst of 
inspiration Brian asked Matt if he 
could paint him portrait. Brian was 
an artist who hadn’t actually 
painted in 8 years. Matt agreed. 

Brian ended up selling his painting 
of Matt and giving him all the 
money. Brian suggested Matt 
spend the money on a hotel room, 
maybe some clothes, book bags, 
and shoes. Matt said, “No. I want 
to record a C.D.” So they went 
together and found a studio to 
record in. Brian sat with Matt in the 
recording studio and watched his 
new friend come alive creating 

music. After befriending Matt, Brian 
started a non-profit called Faces of 
Santa Ana, for which he paints 
portraits of people in the homeless 
community and donates the 
proceeds from the sales of his 
work to his subjects. In thinking 
about all this (his new friendship), 
Brian says he’s learned, “Things 
may not always be what they 
seem… Everyone deserves to be 
seen with the eyes of love.”  It’s as 1

if: as much as you look upon 
others with the eyes of love you 
look upon the Christ.

Our passage today concludes a 
lengthy sermon from Jesus on the 
end times— or more precisely— 
the goal of creation or the telos of 
God’s works. This last judgement 
scene in Matthew is the New 
Testament’s only detailed depiction 
of the final judgement. Surprising, 
considering how this final moment 
has seized our religious 
imagination and the large role it 
plays in preaching and teaching 
throughout Christian history. 
There’s nothing here about 
connection to a certain church. 
Nothing about religious practices. 
There nothing specifically about 
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theology, creeds or believing the 
right things. There’s simply the 
encounter. The encounter with the 
other Jesus—the living Christ. The 
Christ found in the face of the 
needy. It begs the question of us— 
will you let yourself be found by the 
Christ who comes to you in 
surprising and even inconvenient 
people. 

Jesus describes the nations being 
gathered and then separated into 
two groups. Jesus is depicted as a 
shepherd— an image Matthew 
uses often in his gospel. The 
nations are then separated into the 
sheeps and the goats. In Palestine 
at this time, shepherds regularly 
kept mixed flocks of sheep and 
goats only to separate them at the 
end of the day. The sheep stayed 
out in the cold in the open air 
where they preferred to be; while 
the goats needed to be protected 
from the cold. In that day sheep 
were preferable— they were more 
valuable. In our day, goat has 
taken on a new meaning. It’s used 
as an acronym— GOAT— 
Greatest of all time. Separating the 
sheep from the GOATS doesn’t 
mean what it used to. But, it still 
means what it used to. Because, 
the point Jesus is making is not 
about biology but ethics. It’s about 
our own moral makeup. It’s about 

how salvation is something to be 
discovered; and how it is often 
discovered in ordinary moments 
when we least expect it.

There’s a classic Peanuts cartoon 
where Snoopy the dog is feeling 
great. He comes dancing into the 
first frame saying to himself: 
"Sometimes I love life so much I 
can't express it!” In the second 
frame he continues to dance: "I 
feel that I want to take the first 
person I meet into my arms and 
dance through the streets.” Then, 
in the third frame, he meets a very 
grumpy Lucy. Snoopy is silent. In 
the fourth frame, he is dancing 
again: "I feel that I want to take the 
SECOND person I meet into my 
arms and dance through the 
streets."2

Some are easier to love than 
others. But, that doesn’t mean that 
some are made MORE in the 
image of God than others. It 
doesn’t mean God values them 
less. And it is God’s value that 
matters most. And ultimately, 
Matthew 25 is telling us it is how 
we value humans— even the least 
of these— those WE deem least 
valuable— it is how we treat them 
that determines who we are 
becoming. It’s this that measures 
the fruits of our faith. 
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This is a challenging passage. It’s 
one that has been quoted often by 
more liberal Christians. Richard 
Rohr has critiqued this tendency 
by saying that often “liberal 
Christians” ask question, “Who has 
the power?” When they should be 
asking, “How can I serve?” This is 
not meant to be a passage that 
advocates that salvation can be 
grasped through humanitarian 
efforts. The point is to recognize 
the brokenness of the world while 
living joyfully in it— life isn’t a 
problem to be solved or an issue to 
be informed about. Ideology can 
so easily capture us. By making 
this passage all about 
humanitarian efforts that actually 
places the helper in the role of 
Jesus; while in Jesus’ story the 
Christ is found in the needy. This 
makes salvation something we can 
achieve. Salvation is a surprising 
gift born of the Kingdom of God. 
When you’re at the end of your 
rope and your ideology isn’t 
matching up with your experience
— everything is tainted; nothings is 
working out right. That’s true— we 
don’t have the power to fix 
everything. We can’t make 
everything make sense. But, that 
doesn’t mean we can’t work for 
good, live in the joy of the Lord, 
and embrace the marginalized. 

This will actually show the fruits of 
our faith. It’s a faith that recognizes 
the Kingdom of God is near but not 
here yet. 

Perhaps, we’re not looking for 
Jesus in the right place? If you 
want to find Jesus look in 
surprising places. Look in 
compassion upon those you would 
otherwise despise. In our efforts to 
be born again sometimes we look 
for Jesus within, but he has told us 
where to find him. The Kingdom of 
God is near— look to your 
neighbor.

This is the radical implication of the 
incarnation. That God has come 
among us means that the eternal 
remnants of God’s glory have 
remained long after Jesus’ 
ascension. Think about it— every 
human life makes an impact on the 
world. Every life is another tile on 
the complex mosaic of human 
history. Now, consider that in one 
of these tiles the fullness of God 
came to dwell. The world was 
changed because God came to us 
as one of us. Meaning that human 
brains had interaction with the man 
from Nazareth in whom God 
dwelled in fullness. Memories of 
interactions with Jesus were 
passed on from the consciousness 
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of the disciples turned to stories of 
grace. Think about it— that divine 
DNA doesn’t just go away. The 
water of his baptism is still around 
today. It lingers. It doesn’t go away. 
My friend (and former Woodland 
member) Glen Schmucker pictures 
it with at story: One day he was 
mixing batter for some cookies and 
he accidentally cut himself on an 
open can. His blood dripped into 
the batter as he was mixing it. 
Their was a red swirl and then 
slowly the yellowish batter became 
a pinkish-yellow batter.

As if being created in the image of 
God weren’t enough to drive home 
the message. There’s the 
incarnation. God loves humans. 
Humans lead messy lives. God 
wants to be involved in that mess, 
our mess. Humans can respond to 
God by caring for those in need. 
By entering the mess of other 
people’s live, which is essentially 
the nature of any relationship, we 
do what God does. And when we 
do what God does we enter the 
flow of Trinitarian life— where 
there is the opposite of weeping 
and gnashing of teeth. God’s main 
concern revealed in scripture is the 
creation of human beings fully 
alive in God. The life we live that 
refuses to recognizes Christ in the 
other cuts us off from the source of 

life. That’s when we become 
goats, instead of sheep. 

The sheep and the goats are being 
separated each day over the past 
few months. It seems like every 
day new revelations come forth 
about some powerful man abusing 
or harassing young women and 
sometimes even young men. I 
cringe everytime a news alert pops 
up on my phone. Harvey Weinstein 
maybe the most egregious 
example. Al Franken, Louis C.K., 
Kevin Spacey, and this week 
Charlie Rose. What has lived for 
years as insider, local knowledge 
is now front page news. And now 
these people who have abused 
and kept people from advancing in 
their careers are losing their own 
careers. Michael Gerson wrote in 
the Washington Post, “What 
seemed for generations the 
prerogative of powerful men has 
been fully revealed as a pernicious 
form of dehumanization… An 
ethical light switch was flipped. 
Moral outrage — the appropriate 
response — now seems obvious.” 
These are ethical flash points that 
reveal something about us. What 
do we truly value? What needs to 
be re-evaluated in us and our 
theology?
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Words matter. Theology matter. 
What we do here in church shapes 
our thoughts and creates 
categories of meaning and value. 
Many of you know that our former 
Associate Pastor Ellen Di Giosia 
was called to be the Senior Pastor 
of the First Baptist Church of 
Jefferson City, TN. Because First 
Baptist called her they have now 
been kicked out of the Tennessee 
Baptist Convention. There’s a 
direct path from the theology of the 
Tennessee Baptists to the 
empowering of Harvey Weinstein. 
There’s a direct path from the 
Southern Baptists firing all women 
who teach mean in its seminaries, 
firing the likes of Molly Marshall, 
and sweeping the vulgar acts of 
people like Roy Moore and Paul 
Pressler under the rug. It’s a 
theology that refuses to look at the 
least of these because it can’t 
come to terms with the sacred 
equality of women and men. 
Valuing male-ness over the Spirit’s 
actions through women denies the 
radical nature of incarnation. This 
is a theology that refuses to see 
the Spirit as capable of acting 
through female flesh. Putting a cap 
on the Spirit’s capabilities is the 
definition of blasphemy. And that is 
what leads to outer darkness— 
where there is no trust in God to 
act. The question is will we learn 

and be changed from this 
encounter? It’s not too late. 

Saint Francis of Assisi, was born 
into a wealthy noble family in the 
12th Century, in Italy. He was the 
kind of stereotypical spoiled rich 
kid you might expect to meet 
amongst wealthy society today. He 
lived for parties, poetry, and 
himself – not necessarily in that 
order. Legend has it that after one 
of his trips away from home, where 
he could party without having to 
hear from his parents about his life 
choices he had an encounter. As 
Francis was riding his horse back 
home to Assisi, he saw a leper 
next to the road. Lepers were 
every bit as feared and as loath-
some in the 12th Century as they 
were in Jesus’ day. And yet, for 
some reason Francis dismounted 
and walked over to the leper. He 
gave the man all the money in his 
pocket – and then, extra-ordinarily, 
he took the man’s hand and kissed 
it. As he put his lips to the leprous 
hand, Francis felt at peace for the 
first time in his life. He hugged the 
untouchable man and gave him 
the kiss of peace on his cheek. 
The man kissed Francis’ cheek in 
return. Francis then got back on 
his horse and rode away. As he 
turned to look back at the leper, 
the man was gone – and Francis 
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knew that he had met and 
ministered to Jesus himself.
Although Francis had been 
struggling for a long time with the 
feeling that Jesus was trying to 
speak with him, it took the 
presence of this leper to open his 
eyes to the living Christ all around 
him.  Stories like this didn’t end 3

with St. Francis. They are the way 
we are reminded that Christ is 
alive today. And that if we dare to 
look at everyone with the eyes of 
love we might see through them 
King who invites us into his 
Kingdom. 
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