The Great Criteria

Matthew 25:31-46


Every year when I gather with my extended and blended family around the Thanksgiving table, after having spent the day cooking the turkey and preparing all the various victuals that typically supplement drumsticks, I ask the dreaded question: what, specifically, are you thankful to God for this year?  For some reason (other than my beloved Wendy who has learned to cooperate with my little idiosyncrasies), everyone freezes up, reluctant to express forthrightly that for which they are grateful.


Now, in all fairness, it’s not because I’m surrounded by a bunch of ingrates.  I think it has to do more with the awkwardness of shifting from a day defined more by the three “f’s” (food, family, and football) to suddenly getting religious.  Religion isn’t on most people’s minds, even though Thanksgiving was, originally, a religious holiday.  The same is true with Christmas; despite its religious origins, it’s common to get to the end of the day and thank Santa, not God.  “Religious talk” doesn’t quite fit into the family festivities the way it probably should.
However, aside from religiosity, maybe the awkwardness also has something to do with the difference between being grateful for what we actually need and our tendency to focus more on what we desire.  Honestly, very few of us have real needs that haven’t been satisfied; most of us only have a series of superficial desires that come to mind for which we are grateful.  But it seems silly to say, I’m so grateful to God for a new iPhone or video game, or for the Ford Explorer we just bought, or that your favorite team just scored a touchdown.  It’s easier to remain silent, and let someone else try to answer the question.  

I understand.  When I offer the table grace, it’s hard to be truly grateful for what is before us when we’ve always had food available to us.  It’s even slightly insincere to speak of appreciating shelter, when you’ve never been without a house to come home to.  If you’ve always had decent health, or you’ve been surrounded by family, do we really understand what beautiful and wonderful gifts they are?  Besides never having to be in want, in the back of our minds, we might attribute what we do have to what we’ve done for ourselves (i.e., I worked hard to earn my income so I can afford my lifestyle; I have good health because I take care of myself, etc.)?   Certainly, we acknowledge the divine hand behind it all, but practically speaking we merely credit God for giving us the tools to manage our lives well.  So we come to Thanksgiving and blithely mutter, “Thank you, God, for… all that we enjoy in life!  Now let’s eat!”

I’m not trying to be trite about all of this; I’m simply acknowledging a truth: it’s hard for most of us to be truly grateful; when I say that, I mean “existentially” grateful.   We don’t really know what it’s like to exist without access to the basics of life—food, shelter, clothing, family, even access to healthcare—so when it comes to expressing gratitude, it’s for less essential things in life that come and go.  We are grateful for what comes our way, but most of us have not been in a position where we are existentially grateful—grateful for the basics of life that we would honestly receive and perceive as gifts.

All of this has come to mind for me as I’ve wrestled with the text for today, which comes from Matthew 25—a passage that lays out “The Great Criteria” (I’ll explain that in a moment).  I find it interesting that the committee of religious scholars and church leaders who put together the ecumenical lectionary assigned this particular passage on the Sunday before Thanksgiving.  Was it because they wanted us to read a Gospel account about those who are hungry, or thirsty, or a stranger, or without clothes, or in ill health, or in prison to begin a week when the obsessions most relevant to us in this country are Thursday’s gluttony and Black Friday’s greed?  Though I suppose it’s only a coincidence, there does appear to be a bit of divine irony in this selection.  Maybe it’s important to God that we reflect a little bit before Thanksgiving and the Christmas shopping season on the other side of life—the underside of life, if you will—to appreciate why so many of us have all we need, yet still  struggle to be truly and profoundly and existentially grateful to God.

This story of the sheep and the goats is a parable unique to Matthew’s telling.  There are many layers and meanings associated with it that we won’t be able to address simply due to time.  But it is important to note that, for Matthew, it serves as a metaphor of God’s judgment upon humanity and a criteria by which the goodness and value of human beings is measured.  In other words, those who respond to and address the basic needs of others are welcomed in the Kingdom of God, while those who overlook them, neglect them, or are too inconvenienced to deal with them, are not.  
Now what did I mean by “The Great Criteria?”  Well, if what Matthew records Jesus as saying is accurate, if this is how God evaluates our lives and our fitness for the commonweal of God, then we all may have some soul-searching to do.  Why?  Because just like Jesus’ Great Commandment to his disciples to love one another as he has loved us (John 15:12), just as there’s a Great Commission to go and make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28:19), what we have here is just as significant, i.e., the Great Criteria by which human beings will be judged by God—criteria that is measurable and decisive and definitive.  
If this is not only accurate but true, then the divine mandate is laid out in clear and simple terms.  Have we taken care of the needs of others, particularly of those who are truly desperate in life?  Have we addressed the existential, basic survival requirements of people in the world (their nutritional needs, shelter needs, clothing needs, etc.), or have we neglected them, even dismissed them as relatively unimportant.  Have we, individually and collectively, kept these concerns at a lower priority than other matters, including the advancement of our own incidental wants and desires?  Or to put it plainly, if given a choice: would you choose to spend your extra income on upgrades or enhancements to your own lifestyle or instead to provide the basics for a stranger?  That’s a tough question to answer, isn’t it?
Of course, good intentions are not really sufficient.  Implied in this parable is the standard ethical equation: we are judged not by what we say, or what we feel, or what we think or believe; we are judged by what we actually do.  The sobering truth is, if these are the Great Criteria by which God measures the ultimate usefulness and worth of our lives, we are left to ask ourselves, how well do we measure up?
In the process of this soul-searching, we might discover some other things along the way.  At the very least, it should inspire us to remember that, in God’s eyes, as human beings we’re all in this together on a very basic level.  The common value-based distinctions we make between people over race, nationalities, religion, culture, languages, income, education, social status, and the like are not the measurements upon which God determines who is good, bad, righteous, or criminal.  American Christians don’t have a leg up on God’s ultimate mercy just because we praise Jesus and build beautiful churches!  Goodness is measured by our concern for others, regardless of who they are.  
Since we are apt to be more concerned about people just like us, than those who are different, some additional soul-searching is due, especially in whether we see ourselves and God in the persons who are struggling in life—those who are underfed, under-clothed, under-housed, and under-valued in so many ways.  Being attentive to and acquainted with those who suffer in these conditions is a righteous act—a divine act of redemption.  Serving them as a brother or sister is not just a humanitarian or charitable act of kindness; it is what keeps us existentially grounded and grateful for any and every act of kindness and mercy—divinely or humanly bestowed—that is found in life.  In other words, it is not only Christ-like to care for others in this way; it is the way in which Christ’s image and spirit and compassion remains within us! 

As we see in the books of Acts and James and elsewhere, the early Christian communities set the bar by intentionally working to overcome the social, religious, cultural, and economic barriers that commonly keep people separated.  The sacrifices affluent members made in sharing were not simply to downgrade their lives to a lower common denominator.  Rather, giving generously to those in need awakened them to the richness of life when relationships between people are not defined by what a person has, but what they are like in character.  It was an upgrade in terms of personal satisfaction, of spiritual freedom, and of inner joy when the blessings of life were mutual and calculated not by personal possessions and isolation from the rest of the world, but instead by comfort, trust, and familiarity with people of all stations in life.  

The same holds true for us.  If we lack compassion for those in need, we end up missing so much of what life is like for people around this planet where it consists of mutual sharing and collectively helping one another.  If you’ve spent time going to or working in a soup kitchen, a homeless shelter, or some other mission of mercy, you understand what I’m saying.  You get acquainted with people you think you already know through cultural stereotypes, all the while learning that stereotypes don’t hold up in most cases.  Everyone has a life and a story worth listening to.  
If we are to participate fully in this thing we call life—to live abundantly in spirit and in peace—then we must stop chasing the windmills of affluence and, instead, invest ourselves continually in the welfare of those around us who are struggling to survive—at what ever level we can do that.  Why?  Because they are the ones who are meant to be our friends; Christianity is a radical renouncing of social class and status.

One of the main reasons we go to Chiapas, Mexico is so that we can overcome some of the barriers that isolate us from the poor of the world—so we can learn about and understand the connections between lives north of the border and those south of the border.  The indigenous Mayan communities of the highlands give us a perspective on life that is more basic, but in many ways, far richer in meaning and perspective.  Their ancient culture, traditions, and perspectives on life are helpful counterpoints to the superficiality and dehumanizing effects of our own greedy society.  Poverty isn’t something to  aspire to necessarily, but to engage and live among people in their relatively impoverished states and simple lifestyles helps every one of us to appreciate basic blessings of life.  And an interesting phenomenon occurs.  When you live for awhile without the conveniences and upgrades in living standards that we take for granted here in Connecticut, you come to realize what gifts some things are and how cumbersome other things are—in other words, what you can live without.  

Fasting from the life we commonly enjoy here leaves a humbling impact on your spirit, helping you realize what you don’t need and what actually serves as food for your soul and spirit.  You appreciate so vividly the gifts of life that, in a world driven by luxury, affluence, and covetousness, are otherwise missed; we become aware of how much we have become possessed by our possessions.  Gathering around bowls of rice and beans, we realize what it means to be truly grateful for enough corn to grind into tortillas; being with those whose household furniture consists of primitive benches and tables changes the way any of us view what is essential in our homes.  
Spending time with those whose earnest prayers of thanksgiving at mealtimes go on for several minutes is a startling contrast to we who mutter quick words of superficial grace.  Why are they so thankful?  Do they know and experience something about life that we are missing?  I think so.  For some blessed reason, I can understand why it is we see the face of Christ in those for whom only basic needs are met on a daily basis.   They are existentially grateful for everything.
When I consider what life is like for those friends and acquaintances of mine who have little in the way of food, clothing, shelter, or good health; or those I’ve met as strangers or foreigners along the way; or those I’ve met in prison, who are wasting away for crimes they’ve committed (and some they haven’t), it becomes very easy for me to count my blessings—personally and profoundly.  When I make my company among them, I appreciate the basic needs that are met in my life, as well as how much of what I want is relatively frivolous and unnecessary.   Most of all, it cultivates a compassion in me to share more generously with those with less.  
I want to hold onto that perspective; I want to truly be thankful in every sense of the word.  I want to sense every meal as a gift; every night in a warm bed, a mercy; every day of my life a moment of existential joy for everything that comes my way.  And I want to see Christ in the faces and lives of people around me who are also genuinely grateful—truly thankful—for the things that God provides day in and day out.  I do that by making company and building friendships with those who are existentially grateful.
One thing I’ve discovered is that those who are so thankful for basic needs being met are eager to welcome me into their midst as family and into their company in order to experience their riches.  Such hospitality is a blessing I have come to value, for I realize they know that is a basic need of mine which is far greater than even their own.
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