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“The Least of These” — Jan. 1, 2017
Isaiah 63 NIV:  7I will tell of the kindnesses of the Lord, the deeds for which he is to be praised,
according to all the Lord has done for us: his compassion and many kindnesses. . . .
9 In all their distress he too was distressed, and the angel of his presence saved them.
In his love and mercy he redeemed them; he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old.

Matthew 25 NRSV:  34Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”
37Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 39. . . When was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” 40And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” 

I want to talk about that extraordinary line in the Isaiah reading: “In all their distress he too was distressed” (63:9). This is astounding. It says that God is troubled when we are troubled. God knows our suffering, and goes with us through it all. 

This is an eternal truth. The problem is that we tend to want God to intervene and fix things, to work a quick miracle, to remove suffering, enmity, and difficult struggles, but we know from experience that it doesn’t work this way. What is to be cherished is the news that God knows our distress, and strives to help us bear every burden. That’s a spiritual miracle . . . but not a material miracle. It’s not turning water into wine, but it might turn an obstacle into an opportunity. God might do that! We cannot remove the hill that Plainfield Pike covers, but we might be able to remove a hill of troubles that have us worried. That could be possible!

For the most part, we have to be content with spiritual miracles and not expect material ones, such as did happen when Jesus walked the earth. We can lean on God as much as we need to, and get all the spiritual and emotional support we need, but we still have to take care of material necessities in our lives. 

Now, we know that Jesus, the Son, did go through suffering, and that he felt for the suffering of others. Matthew says that, “When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Matt 9:36). He had pity; he knew what they were suffering. He had compassion on sick people, and on those afflicted with worry or insecurity, such as the woman who needed healing but who could only touch the hem of his garment, and then shrank away fearfully. His first words to her are: “‘Take heart, daughter; your faith has made you well” (Matt 9:22). His words of comfort may have had almost as great an effect upon her life, as his healing touch. There were two blind men by the side of the road in Jericho who cried out “have mercy on us, Son of David!” Jesus said “what do you want me to do for you?” They asked for healing, and Matthew says, “moved with compassion, Jesus touched their eyes” and “they regained their sight” (Matt 20:29–34).

Now, we can no longer expect such miracles as happened in the immediate presence of Jesus, the Incarnate Son of God. But we can expect God to have compassion on us, we can expect Jesus to go with us through every experience, and we can expect that our living faith will transform our lives and bring miraculous changes in our attitude and our level of hope. 

The kindness and compassion that Jesus demonstrated is a reflection of God’s own kindness and compassion. But, as St. Teresa said, “Christ has no hands on earth but ours, no feet on earth but yours and mine.” God needs us to demonstrate his compassion; he wants us to reach out to others and serve them.
That is the point of today’s gospel passage: any service to Jesus’ children, HE considers as service to himself. When did we feed him? When did we give him clothing? When did we visit him when he was sick or in prison? Well, inasmuch as we did it to one of the least of his children, we did it to him.
These are the kind of things that we can do as a church. What is our sense of mission as a church? My vision focuses on spiritual and wise living, on ethical responsibility to each other, on respect and interest in each other’s spirituality, and on a hunger for learning. I realize these things are a bit on the abstract side, feeding the spiritually hungry more than the physically hungry, perhaps dealing with those who feel somehow trapped in their lives rather than visiting those who are literally in prison. 

But our church has also contributed quite a bit to real physical needs when we made our various contributions—whether as individuals or as a church—to Project Pin, to the Haiti fund, and to other projects.

We can do both spiritual nurturing and physical helping. And we can do some new things as well as what we’re already doing. Let’s talk about what more we can do to develop the mission of this church. We need to have a sense of mission, of purpose, if we are to succeed as a church. The way it works in a church is that the mission must drive the finances. We can’t make concern with financing the church our consuming focus. We need to have a service mission. In a church, mission has to lead. Spiritual purpose has to lead. 

Let’s reflect upon, talk about, and strengthen the mission of this church. Let’s talk about what we can do together. Inasmuch as we do it for the least of our brethren, we are doing it for the Lord. Insofar as we advance the Kingdom of God by even one inch, we are part of the wave that will eventually sweep up the whole world.

Let’s rise with the upward currents. They may lead us into new oceans of interest, new territory, or they may empower us to be more conscious of the mission that motivates what we’re already doing. Either way, we need to be able to say what we think the mission of this church is. And we need to be able to talk to each other about it; become more aware of it. Maybe it can be expressed quite simply: we want to proclaim that God shows compassion and many kindnesses, that he wants us to practice the love that is practiced in heaven. If we can express our mission, we can help God to bring a little bit of the heavenly kingdom down here, to earth.

