                    Last Pentecost                   

Matthew 25:31-46

The Rev. Joel W. Huffstetler

20 November 2011


Throughout the month of November we have been running in the bulletin a notice that it is our month at The Caring Place to be especially mindful of the needs of our community. Specifically, as winter approaches, we have been asked to provide blankets, quilts, and comforters to The Caring Place, and they will distribute them to those in need in our community. Also, The Caring Place will take financial donations and with those donations they will buy new space heaters for people in our community who don’t have adequate heating for the winter. Through the month of November we have run this information in the bulletin, we have had a display in the narthex; and we have bins both in the Parish House and the Parish Hall that are available for your donations. You can make donations of money through the church by writing a check to the discretionary fund and put ‘The Caring Place’ on the memo line, and every penny of your donation will go directly to The Caring Place to purchase new heaters. 


We have run this every week. I have made a verbal announcement every week, but we haven’t really dwelt on it. So, today I am dwelling on it at all three services. November is not over but it is rapidly approaching its end with Thanksgiving on the horizon, but the month is not over and I do, with more force today, want to remind us that this is a time when we can reach out in a specific way to a specific ministry and do a significant amount of good in this community. 

If you don’t know much about it, The Caring Place is an ecumenical relief agency here in Cleveland and Bradley County. Every community of any size needs a place like The Caring Place, an ecumenical center of ministry, filled with dedicated people to reach out to those in need in the community. Over the years St. Luke’s has gotten more and more involved in The Caring Place. We have people on the Board of Directors who are very hands on in that ministry. We have people who volunteer regularly of their time. Our youth groups goes to The Caring Place and stocks the shelves. This is a ministry that St. Luke’s has a growing part in, and I do want to make us even more aware of this need in our community. If you would like to make donations of quilts, blankets, or comforters, you can bring them to the church throughout the winter, but particularly what time is left in November.  You can place them in the bins in either Parish Hall or Parish House, and they will be taken to The Caring Place.  Or, you can write a check to the Rector’s Discretionary Fund or the church, noting ‘The Caring Place’ on the memo line, and all that money will go directly to those in need.

I do want you to know that in addition to any special offerings that come in the next couple of weeks, the church through the discretionary fund will be making a significant donation to The Caring Place during this month. You can add to what the church is able to do by your own special gift.

Why am I talking about this today, and not some other day in November? The reason is today’s gospel lesson. This gospel lesson is very rich, and we could look at its layers of meaning if we had enough time. We did some of this Friday morning at the Men’s Prayer Breakfast. This passage that we have today is the conclusion of a whole block of teaching in Matthew that begins in Chapter 23. This passage brings to a close all that has been building up in this part of Matthew from Chapter 23 through the end of Chapter 25 which is where this passage comes from. You can also look at this passage as laying the foundation for The Great Commission in Matthew 28. The same phrase is used in both passages, both this one and in The Great Commission, ‘All the nations’.  Followers of Jesus Christ are to be concerned for all people of all nations. So this teaching in Chapter 25 sets the stage for Jesus to give his Great Commission which ends Matthew’s Gospel. We can look at this passage many different ways, and we can look at its different layers, but today I want to be very straightforward and focused. 


No one can read this passage without clearly hearing our Lord’s call to reach out to those around us in need. Our ability to do that varies from person to person. What we have to offer varies from person to person. Some of us may be in a position to offer prayer, and there is nothing more important. Some of us are in a position to offer different gifts in the name of Christ to those who are in need. The calling in today’s gospel lesson is so clear at that level. How we do this, we need to talk about and pray about. How we think our offering can be best received and do the most good takes some discernment, but the call to reach out to others in the name of Christ is crystal clear.  How we do it takes some figuring out, but the fact that this is to be our understanding as people of faith is clear. Because of the love of God that we have experienced, we are to reach out to others in that same love. 

Jesus makes it so clear in this passage. . . ‘When you do it to someone in need, you do it to me.’  That is how I want to frame our offering of help at this time of year to The Caring Place. When we do what we can in the service of others, we are in effect offering that gift to Jesus himself. He says in this very passage, ‘When you did these things to my children, you did them to me.’ The question is obvious in the passage, ‘Lord, when did we do all this to you?’ Jesus says, ‘As you did it to the least of these, you did it to me.’  I simply hold up for us today this particular need in our community that The Caring Place is trying to reach. There are other agencies in our county doing wonderful things, and I support them also. I support your involvement in these other ministries, but we have a specific link with The Caring Place, and this is our month to step up and, as best we can, offer something tangible to our neighbors who are in need. 


As we ponder what we can do during this special month, may we all remember today that when we offer what we can to our sisters and brothers in our community, in the end, we are offering our love to Jesus Christ himself.  May the desire to give him our love propel us forward so that we can reach out in meaningful ways to those in our community who are in need.


I want to close this morning with a brief story. There was priest in the Church of England who was responsible for religious programming on BBC radio in the United Kingdom in the ‘70s. At one point, this priest and a group of colleagues went to Calcutta to do a story on Mother Teresa and her order of nuns, The Missionaries of Charity. Mother Teresa started The Missionaries of Charity in 1950. So in the mid-70’s, this entourage of people go to Calcutta to interview Mother Teresa and to see the scope of what her missionary order was doing. This priest, who was the head of religious programming for BBC, tells the story that one day he went to one of the agencies of The Missionaries of Charity. There was a place, a room, where those who had been brought in off of the street would be given a bath by the nuns. Most of these people had not had anything resembling a bath in days, or weeks, or sometimes even months. These people, by in large, who were brought into The Missionaries of Charity, were oftentimes in the final stages of life. There was nowhere else to take them. So The Missionaries of Charity would take these people, who were brought in off of the street in the final stages of life, and the first thing that would happen is that they would be given a bath by the nuns. The priest tells the story that he watched these nuns in this very unobtrusive room so lovingly and caringly give these people a bath, perhaps the final bathing that they would ever experience in this life. This priest tells this very moving story of how these nuns did this thankless work so lovingly and so caringly. He concludes his story with this, and this is my conclusion today. As he was looking at these nuns washing the bodies of the poorest of the poor that had been brought in off the streets of Calcutta, he saw a very simple sign over the tub that was being used.  The sign said this: ‘The body of Christ.’ Amen.  

PAGE  
1

