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M y senior year in college I took a class

outside my major. 1 had run out of
things to take in my major and was looking
for something interesting to fill out the
curriculum. I chose a popular Botany course
entitled Local Flora taught by the
distinguished professor Harriet Barclay — her
status as distinguished and beloved S
professor was well deserved. Harriet and her late husband had actually
founded the Biology department decades before.

Professor Barclay regularly backpacked
solo into the Andes for months bringing
back samples of previously undiscovered

| species of plants. She was a great scientist
@l and gifted teacher. She had long ago
B achieved seniority high enough to never
| have to teach a freshman intro again, but
she continued to teach all sections of the
S gl g <o freshman intro to biology because she was
]ust that kmd of dedlcated teacher.

I remember well the first day of class. She stressed on that very first
day the importance of distinguishing by sight a short list of toxic and
dangerous plants so as to avoid them. Typical students, many of us
took that in one ear and promptly laid it aside.

The class was a real adventure. Field trips took us out into the
fabled Green Country of Eastern Oklahoma as yet another spectacular
Spring emerged. It was wonderful — relaxing and refreshing. When she
would take us on field trips, a caravan of cars would trail behind her.



She was a regular speed demon and hard
to keep up with. Then suddenly she
would brake hard throwing us all into
avoidance maneuvers, stopping to
observe and identify plants.

One such trip near Honey Grove, a
long convoy of cars filled with students
behind, she abruptly pulled off the road.
We stopped, parking on whatever grass we could find beside the road
and all piled out. Professor Barclay pointed to a plant growing along
the fence and asked us to identify it. Many of us, myself included,

1| jumped to as we had been taught, grabbing
the leaves, inspecting for any flowers. Those
of us who acted impulsively, we all flunked the
lab practical — it was poison ivy!!

The need to distinguish healthy from
unhealthy, safe from dangerous, good from
bad, right from wrong are all important
survival skills for humans.

T his need to distinguish comes early in a child’s development:

me from everything else; right from left; up from down, hot from
cold. Without these basic skills it is impossible to move into more
advanced skill sets: to read or write, to find
one’s way home or to drive.

Later comes the need to distinguish
between more complex phenomena: healthy
and unhealthy, safe from dangerous, good
from bad, right from wrong. without these
skills it is impossible to live a safe and sane
life. Making these critical distinctions is
incredibly important.

Consider that one of the distinguishing characteristics of true
sociopaths, of pathological killers, is obviously that their moral
compass is fatally broken. Yet more than merely broken, brain studies



show that they have failed to accomplish one of these basic, simple
developmental tasks. The verdict is still out whether this is a genetic
defect hardwired into the brain, but it has been demonstrated that for
such individuals it is impossible for them to distinguish what is dead
from what is alive. If this proves to be an irreversible brain defect,
there are few options for such individuals except lifetime incarceration
to protect others from them. Hard to believe but true.

The need to distinguish comes early in our development and lasts
all our life, the need to discriminate between healthy and unhealthy,
safe and dangerous, and most importantly good from bad, right from
wrong.

T oday yet again we have another

goods news/bad news parable.
This portrayal of the heavenly court at
the last judgment in Matthew 25 tells us
of one of the most important
developmental tasks, if not the most
important life lessons we need to learn
in order to have a safe and sane life —
into eternity.

Matthew 25 gives the specific criteria with which the Son of Man
distinguishes the saints from the sinners: those who feed the hungry,
welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, care for the sick, visit the
prisoners, who serve the weakest members of Jesus’ family.

ocial scientists distinguish between two kinds of status. There

is achieved status and ascribed status. Jesus uses exactly the same
distinction in Matthew 25. Achieved status is that which is earned by an
individual, accomplished by achievements.
Ascribed status is that assigned to an
individual by virtue of an office held.

An example of this difference was in
the forefront of all our attention a few
administration’s ago. President Clinton
was in real trouble over the Monika




Lewinski scandal. We needed to distinguish between the honors due
the office = the status assigned to the office of the President, and the
honors due the person in the office = the status achieved.

In Clinton’s case, the negative achieved status of personal moral
weakness significantly tarnished the assigned status of the Office of the
President. Nevertheless the respect due the Office, as opposed to the
respect due the man, continued unchanged. From the lowest private,
marine and seaman to the Joint Chiefs, they still were required to salute
the President-in-residence whether they respected the man in the office
or not. For us, assigned status and achieved status are different.

esus makes a similar distinction

between those who have actually done Matthew 25:31-46
good from those who have merely been
assigned good, the spiritual aristocracy,
if you will. Jesus discriminates between
those truly honorable and those who
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Jesus in this parable separates the sheep
who have actually achieved good from

the goats who are smug and self-satisfied
having been ascribed the title ‘good’ by others.

This is no surprise to any of us who know Scripture. We have
already seen this distinction. Jesus told us in the Sermon on the Mount:

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,” will enter the
kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my
Father in heaven.” [Matthew 7:21-23]

There is definite painful surprise in this parable. Not in the fact that
there will be distinctions made at the last judgment and some followers
of Jesus will not make the cut. We already know that will be the case.
No surprise there, but rather the surprise which comes in Jesus’ parable
is precisely that those of have done real good in the world are totally
unaware of the goodness they have accomplished. Just so the goats are
unaware of the goodness that they have neglected.



W e might be faulted for not recognizing Jesus when he comes to

us in disguise. And the portrait we see of Jesus in the heavenly
court is not one we have ever seen before either. Surprise is part of the
experience. An unnamed Russian peasant went into the royal court in
St. Petersburg and met the Czar in 1902. This is the way he described
it:

“Imagine to yourself that you believe
in some inaccessible person, so that
in that person were united all the
finest qualities, all the strength, the
wisdom, and holiness of Russia.
And all of a sudden, at the bidding
of fate, you were placed eye to eye
with that person. and you see, with
sorrow and fear, you see that he is
not what you supposed. The glitter around him and the splendor
are all there but it is all a sham. Thus, I saw in front of me, not
the Czar of my imagination, not the sovereign of my dreams, not
even a big man, but just a little fellow on very ordinary legs.”

How different in reality are the royals in Britain from the way the
court of Arthur, James and Elizabeth appears in our imaginations.
Contrast our images with the very public playing out of acrimonious
divorces, tabloid tragedies and media mania among the princes and
princesses.

Contrast our disappointment in earthly princes with the royal images
of Jesus in the 25™ chapter of Matthew. Here like the Russian peasant
in the Czar’s court, we meet a royal face-to-face but this is a true royal,
the divine Son of Man, in all the
frightening glory of the heavenly court.
We are not disappointed as the Russian
peasant was, but instead we are
i overwhelmed rather by the majesty of the
scene — the Son of Man, the messiah,




the Savior of all humanity presiding as judge over all the earth and
heaven.

M ake no mistake about the message of Scripture. The Christ,
the messiah, the expected one came first as a servant, a child born
in a manger, vulnerable, human, a loving shepherd. But the next time
we see the LORD it will be as judge ~ “when the Son of Man comes in
his glory” he will “separate the sheep from the goats.” He will
distinguish the saints from the sinners — differentiate the good from the
bad — as fulfills the Prophets who
had foreseen this long before him.

“As for you, my flock, thus
says the LORD God: I shall
judge between sheep and
sheep, between rams and
goats....I1 will set up over
them one shepherd, my
servant David...And I, the
LORD, will be their God.”
[Ezekiel 34:17, 23-24}

The judge at the last day is an image we are surprised to see, but it
is a form we have indeed seen before, reminiscent of God at creation.
Then God separated light from dark, and separated day from night, and
separated land from ocean. Now at the last judgment the Son of Man
distinguishes those who have learned the moral survival skills from
those who have not. To stand on that day we must be able to
distinguish clearly light from dark, day from night, good from evil.

J udaism in Jesus’ day from Scripture itself has many rules to tell

night from day. The point of this exactitude is to be able to
determine the exact moment the sabbath begins and ends. For example,
when you hold up a white and a black thread and cannot tell the
difference it is night. Another is when you cannot discriminate between
a fig and a pear tree. Yet another is when you cannot tell the difference
between a sheep and a goat.

A modern rabbi was speaking to his students about these very rules:



“How can you tell day has come and night has ended?”

The students knew well the rules for distinguishing when night comes,
but to know when day arrives — it was too obvious. Is this a trick
Question? No one answered. After a long pause, the rabbi answered:

“It is not when you can tell a sheep from a goat.

It is not when you can tell a pear tree from a fig tree.

It is when you can look a man and woman in the face and
distinguish a brother or sister. If you cannot perceive your sister
or your brother in another, then it is night whatever the time.”

That is clearly and wholly Jesus” message in the text today — and
believe it or not it is a Thanksgiving message. Do not forget the
element of surprise, of thanksgiving and rejoicing in suddenly seeing
Jesus in the stranger. Of a Thanksgiving some years ago, Wanda Sevey,
pastor in New Jersey, writes:

“Last Thanksgiving a boy who attends our Sunday School showed
up at my front door. I invited him inside. The guests in the living
room looked up from their hors d'oeuvres and conversation. We
were all a bit uncomfortable in the presence of his torn sneakers
and jacket too thin for the weather. He was uncomfortable, too.
He told me that his mother was home cooking his Thanksgiving
feast. She hadn't yet decided between preparing a turkey or a
ham. 1 knew that the Deacons had delivered a Thanksgiving food
basket to his home. | didn’t know if there would be much more



