Rev. Estelle Margarones, First Parish Church, 4/7/19, Gospel of Matthew 25:31-40
Over the last several weeks, the parables we've studied have been full of comparisons. There were wheat and
weeds, servants who worked a full day and those who worked part of the day, there was a servant who was
forgiven his debt, who then did not forgive another's debt to him, wise and foolish bridesmaids and now, we're
given goats and sheep and right and left.
Every one of these stories has some element that could be confused for another—to a point. And God knows the
difference..and God separates them in the end. For example, the wheat and the weeds looked similar until they
were mature. Wheat was kept and weeds were bundled and destroyed. In the cases of the people, it was their
character that separated them. This is true of the parable we're reading today, the one that some bibles call 'the
last judgment'.
You might think that goats and sheep look very different....but not always! They actually can look quite similar
and the easiest way to tell them apart at some stages is by the tails. Sheep tails go down, goat tails go up. Goats
are more curious and will venture out on their own and sheep tend to flock together. Just think about being in
Christian community. We flock together, too. The sheep are the ones who get into the kingdom, and to the
right—a place of honor. The goats are in the other direction...essentially 'left' out of the kingdom.
What separates those who are right from those who are left? Their character and their actions. A quote that's
been attributed to Ralph Waldo Emerson and many others says, “Watch your thoughts, they become words;
watch your words, they become actions; watch your actions, they become habits; watch your habits, they
become character; watch your character, for it becomes your destiny.”
What is your destiny? When Jesus comes again, how will he find your character? What about your actions? Let
me share a story about what happened when he came to a woman named Ruth.
Ruth went to her mail box and there was only one letter. She picked it up and looked at it before opening, but
then she looked at the envelope again. There was no stamp, no postmark, only her name and address. She read
the letter: Dear Ruth, I'm going to be in your neighborhood Saturday afternoon and I'd like to stop by for a visit.
Love Always, Jesus
Her hands were shaking as she placed the letter on the table. "Why would the Lord want to visit me? I'm
nobody special. I don't have anything to offer." With that thought, Ruth remembered her empty kitchen cabinets.
"Oh my goodness, I really don't have anything to offer. I'll have to run down to the store and buy something for
dinner." She reached for her purse and counted out its contents. Five dollars and forty cents. "Well, I can get
some bread and cold cuts, at least." She threw on her coat and hurried out the door. A loaf of French bread, a
half-pound of sliced turkey, and a carton of milk...leaving Ruth with grand total of twelve cents to last her until
Monday.
Nonetheless, she felt good as she headed home, her meager offerings tucked under her arm. "Hey lady, can you
help us, lady?" Ruth had been so absorbed in her dinner plans, she hadn't even noticed two figures huddled in
the alleyway. A man and a woman, both of them dressed in little more than rags. "Look lady, I ain't got a job, ya
know, and my wife and I have been living out here on the street, and, well, now it's getting cold and we're
getting kinda hungry and, well, if you could help us, lady, we'd really appreciate it." Ruth looked at them both.
They were dirty, they smelled bad and, frankly, she was certain that they could get some kind of work if they
really wanted to. "Sir, I'd like to help you, but I'm a poor woman myself. All I have is a few cold cuts and some
bread, and I'm having an important guest for dinner tonight and I was planning on serving that to Him."
“Yeah, well, okay lady, I understand. Thanks anyway." The man put his arm around the woman's shoulders,
turned and headed back into the alley. As she watched them leave, Ruth felt a familiar twinge in her heart. "Sir,
wait!" The couple stopped and turned as she ran down the alley after them. "Look, why don't you take this food.
I'll figure out something else to serve my guest." She handed the man her grocery bag. "Thank you lady. Thank

you very much!" "Yes, thank you!" It was the man's wife, and Ruth could see now that she was shivering. "You
know, I've got another coat at home. Here, why don't you take this one." Ruth unbuttoned her jacket and slipped
it over the woman's shoulders.
Then smiling, she turned and walked back to the car ... without her coat and with nothing to serve her guest.
"Thank you lady! Thank you very much!" Ruth was chilled by the time she reached her front door, and worried
too. The Lord was coming to visit and she didn't have anything to offer Him. She fumbled through her purse for
the door key. But as she did, she noticed another envelope in her mailbox. "That's odd. The mailman doesn't
usually come twice in one day."
She took the envelope out of the box and opened it. Dear Ruth: It was so good to see you again. Thank you for
the lovely meal. And thank you, too, for the beautiful coat. Love Always, Jesus. (I could not find an author
attribution for this story.)
And this one definitely has true origins. It’s been fact-checked by Snopes. There was a class of seminarians who
had a big test. Each one had to meet with their advisor before going to the lecture hall for the test. On their way,
each of the students came across a homeless person who asked for help. Some just rushed by, others said they
were late to be somewhere and one of them stopped to help. That *was* the test. Their advisors had purposely
kept them late so that they would have to scramble to get to the lecture hall. The person asking for help was an
actor. The ‘test’ was to see how they responded to need. According to Snopes.com, “the legend is based upon a
real-life study conducted for a social psychology class at Princeton University in 1970. The basic approach of
the experiment was to ask seminary students to prepare talks on biblical topics, then send them from one building to another with varying degrees of urgency. Each student passed an actor posing as a person in need of assistance, and the students’ reactions were recorded to determine how much their perceived need to hurry and the
subjects of the talks they were about to give affected their willingness to aid the “victim”.
(https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/compassion-play/)
Friends, we may not all be pastors, but as our bulletin says, we are all ministers. In fact, even if we were not all
ministers, we’re all Christians. Implicit in being Christian is that we respond in the ‘right’ way.
“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come,...take your inheritance... For I was hungry and you gave
me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I
needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit
me.’
“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you (like this?)” “The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell
you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’
You may know the expression, “pay it forward”. It describes someone who has been the recipient of grace
continuing the kindness by doing kind deeds for others instead of paying back the original benefactor.
We can never pay Jesus back, but we can pay it forward. Will you do so today and in the days, weeks, and years
ahead? Blessed be and amen.

