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Today’s gospel story — about judgment and separating goats and all — is, | think, basically
about small things. It says that God is concerned about small things — giving a sip of water to
someone who's thirsty ... or not! Giving a bite to eat to the hungry ... or not. Comforting a
person in pain, a person who's a stranger ... or not. Or like our patron saint Martin, throwing a
blanket over the back of someone who's shivering with cold ... or not!

So it seems God’s interested in these small acts of kindness. And so maybe, as someone said,
life isn’t a little bundle of big things after all; life’s a big bundle of small things. | mean, maybe
that’s what life’s all about. At least it seems to me that’s what God’s interested in here. How you
and | respond to these basic needs of life ... or not.

So okay. Let me start with a story to make my point. A writer named Stephen Carter — now a
law professor at Yale — tells about his boyhood move to Cleveland Park, a lily-white
neighborhood in Washington D.C. And for Carter’s African-American family, this move in the
mid-60s was a big risk. Carter recalls sitting on the front steps with his two brothers and sisters
as the movers hauled in their family’s furniture ... already missing their playmates from the old
neighborhood. Folks passing by slowed to gape and gawk ... but not a single soul stopped to say
hello or welcome them to the neighborhood. And so the children began to wish ever so hard
that they’d never moved.

Well, all at once they heard the booming voice of Sara Kastenbaum from across the street.
“Welcome!” she shouted and waved right at ‘em. And in a flash she dashed into her house and
soon emerged with a huge tray of cream cheese and jelly sandwiches which, Carter said, “she
carried to our porch and offered around with her wide smile, feeding and greeting the children
of a family she’d never met — and a black family at that — with nothing to gain for herself
except maybe knowing that she’d done the right thing. He said, “We were strangers, black
strangers. And she went out ofher way to make us feel welcome.”

So my point: Just a little love, a little encouragement along the way. Maybe life is indeed a big
bundle of small things.

Well, someone once said that “everything happening, great or small, is a parable where God
speaks to you. And the art of life is to get the message.”



So God speaks to you in all these little things ... in all the needy people that come your way. And
| think it’s so easy to isolate yourself from the flickering TV images of kids in Africa or Asia —
starving kids with vacant eyes and shrunken flesh, stretched over ribcages poking through
paper-thin skin.

Easy not to see!

But | think it’s harder to isolate yourself from the homeless guy pushing a shopping cart out on
Broad street. But there God is — squatting in the dust with the street beggar, panhandling with
the homeless vet. And I'll bet every one of us has, at least on occasion and maybe more than
that, walked right on past ... not in recognition but in fear, or contempt, even disgust. And with
every turn of our heel saying, “l do not know the man! | do not know him.”

Someone wrote, “Our Father who art in heaven ... stay there!” ‘Cause it’s so much easier to
cope with a God who's far away, removed from your busy self. So much easier than dealing with
a God up close, making demands on your conscience, mucking around with your life.

This morning’s reading says that at some point, you and | will be judged. Did | learn to love? Did
you? Did you learn to share? Did your and my actions serve the justice of God?

Well of course sometimes you see this. You do see the face of simple goodness. You do see your
brother’s keeper, incarnate ... once in a while.

Let me end this sermon celebrating our patron saint with a final story.

When | was in seminary, we were required to read a book titled Lest Innocent Blood be Shed. It

was the story of the village of Le Chambon in France during World War Il. The writer named
Hallie told the story of how the clergy and villagers of this little town, right under the noses of
the Nazis, saved thousands of Jewish children and adults from certain death.

He writes that to understand the pure goodness of the people of Le Chambon, you have to see
how easy it was for them to refuse to participate in hatred. To refuse betrayal and murder,
saving desperate adults and terrified children who knocked on their doors in the middle of the
night. And you’ll fail to understand what happened in Le Chambon if you think that, for them,
their actions were complex or hard. ‘Cause he says that kind of goodness is the simplest thing in
their world, like opening a door.

See, when Hallie went to Le Chambon and wanted to interview the survivors, they just shook
their heads and told him they were morally no better than anyone else. And with a shrug of
their shoulders they’d say, “Well, where else could they go? | had to take them in. Of course!
What else could | do?” The wife of the church minister at that time, who rallied the town to
help the Jews, would rush to her door when summoned by a frantic knock, saying simply, “Of
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course, come in, and come in!” And so she opened the door — her door — to all in need. Of

course!

The author ends his book by saying that while he shares those people’s belief about the
preciousness of human life, he’s not sure he would ever have had the moral strength they
showed. But, he says, “l know what | want to have the grace to be. | know that | want to have a
door in the depths of my soul, a door that’s not locked against the faces of suffering. | know that
| want to be able to say, from those depths, “Of course, come in, and come in.”

So finally, your and my life is a bundle of small things: Seeing God in the day-to-day lives of
those who need your help. Seeing Jesus Christ in those who don’t necessarily “deserve” it ... in
those who cannot, or will not, reciprocate. In those who either forget, or refuse, to give thanks
in return. Because | do believe every event, great and small, is a parable where God speaks to
you. And the art of your life ... and my life ... is to get the message. In the neighbor next door, in
a hurting spouse, in a depressed friend, in a lonely stranger, in an outcast, in someone who's
mentally sick or lost. Jesus is saying, get the message and then act on it!

So finally, | think this is an especially good time to pause on your journey, as we celebrate
Martin of Tours — a good time to ask these questions: What does it mean to be human? What
am I? What are you? How will you be judged?

Well of course as someone’s said, we’re all of us judged every day, aren’t we? You're judged by
the face that looks back at you from the bathroom mirror, you're judged by the faces of the folks
you love, by the faces and lives of your children, and by your friends and your enemies ... you're
judged by your dreams.

And every day finds you at the junction of many roads. And | think you’re judged as much by the
roads you don’t take as by the roads that you do. And finally — here’s a promise: Our Gospel
passage this morning does proclaim that at some unforeseeable time in the future, God will
bring down the final curtain on history. And there’ll come a day when all your days and all the
judgments upon you and me, and all your judgments upon each other will themselves be
judged. And on that day, the judge will be Christ.

So by the grace of God and by the mercy of God, the One who judges you and me, is the One
who loves us best. And see, Christ’s love is not a blind love, but sees you and me in terrible
clarity ... sees both the simple goodness as well as the times you’ve turned your back and “did
not know the man.”

And maybe, as someone’s said, the worst sentence love can pass on you and me is that you
finally see at last the suffering that His Love has endured for your sake. But | also believe that
that’s your acquittal. ‘Cause the face of Justice and the face of Mercy are both seen in the face
of our final judge, Jesus Christ.



So praise the God who lets you see yourself and live. But as you also wait out all the days of
your life, from now till that merciful judgment comes, be sure to give a little love and kindness
along the way. And be merciful as your God has mercy.

Amen.



