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INTRODUCTION

I've been doing some driving this fall. Been on a few toll roads
They are kind of frustrating. Some of them you just get a bill (a charge
on your card). Some, like the ones through the West Virginia mountains
still have the toll booths and a variety of prices including an E-Z pay option
for frequent travelers that is faster and cheaper (no booth, shorter lines)

With family in North Carolina, we should look into that E-Z pass.
| don'’t like waiting in line (especially in holiday traffic)
That said, you know where it looks like there’s going to be a line
According to Matthew, chapter 25, it looks like there is a line
on the toll road to heaven.

Yes, grace is our ticket and it is free. Period. End of sentence
But it appears there is some kind of hold up ahead, just outside of heaven
It looks like Jesus has some questions for us to answer
He really seems to have just the one question ...
‘Have you seen me around?”

Now the question isn’t so much “Do you see me now?”
The answer to that is pretty clear. The setting makes that clear
This is a story about the final judgement. Jesus describes it himself

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him,
then he will sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered
before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd
separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right
hand and the goats at the left.

Jesus, the one asking that question is the one on the throne,
the one with the power, the one deciding who follows what path ahead
But he is not asking if we might see him there and then
Kind of hard to miss the King on his throne ...especially since you’ve been
waiting in line and looking ahead to see what'’s up there

No, Jesus is asking about before. Did we see him before we got in that line?
Did we see him before we got stuck in traffic? Did we see him
in the news as well as in the pew? Did we see him in others ...
in our friends, in our neighbors, in the people we talk about and the people
we maybe don'’t talk to or about, the people we may not even see?



O SAY, CAN YOU SEE?

No, Jesus doesn’t actually ask that question, “Have you seen me around?”
But it is the deciding factor in his decisions about sheep and goats
He first addresses those identified as sheep.

Then 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; for | was hungry and you gave me food, | was
thirsty and you gave me something to drink, | was a stranger and you
welcomed me, | was naked and you gave me clothing, | was sick and
you took care of me, | was in prison and you visited me.’ Then 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? And
when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked
and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in
prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly | 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.’

They saw Jesus. They saw him all over.
They saw him in all sorts of places and peoples and predicaments.
The same cannot be said of those identified as goats
They did not feed the hungry, give the thirsty something to drink, etc.
They did not see Jesus ... not in those places, not in those people

The way the story reads, they seem surprised. Never thought of themselves
as goats. Thought they’d be in the other line. | mean, they would have
done something ... if they had only known it was him.

Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or
thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of
you?’ Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to
one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.” And these will go away
into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”

Jesus’ question about when and where and in whom we might see him
is not just some question for a sermon on the last Sunday of the church year
or for some distant tomorrow when we are waiting in line outside heaven
wishing we had an E-Z pass. Itis a question for us today, for every day
So, | ask ... “Have you seen Jesus lately?”

Maybe a better question is “Have you been looking?”
| know, not necessarily the message you wanted to hear on Thanksgiving weekend
How about something more upbeat, more thanksgiving?
| am the one preaching ... and I'm thinking that

But that is not what the passage for this Reign of Christ Sunday is saying.
The passage is asking “O say, can you see? Can you see Jesus?’



LOOKING FOR OPPORTUNTIES

Let’s talk then about what we see and where we look
Isn’t that where Jesus is challenging us with this story of sheep and goats?

I've told you before about the man who helped found and lead one of America’s
first and now largest food banks. His name is Bill. And he has the best response
to the question we all ask and answer, “How are you doing?”
He doesn’t answer with “fine, how bout you?” He has his own stock
but quite sincere answer. His answer “I'm overwhelmed with opportunities.”

What a great answer! Sure sounds to me like the sheep in this story see opportunities
And the goats do not. They don’t see the opportunities to do good.
They don’t see the need. They don’t see the people in need

Of course, we all know the need is there. But we may miss the opportunity
We can ignore the problems. We can ignore the poverty. We have ways of doing that.
We push it to the other side of town. We don’t go there — literally.
We make those places and those people seem scary. We may even go so far
as to blame them for the neediness. It is their own fault.

O say, can we see? We can if we are looking for opportunities
We can also ignore that need, those people. ‘When did we see you, Lord?’

| would suggest that Jesus is challenging us here, quite intentionally
In particular, he is challenging our ‘willful ignorance.’
By ignorance | do not mean a lack of intelligence. No, not at all.
| mean ignore at its very root ... looking away, overlooking
We practice ‘willful ignorance’ as individuals and as a society

We’'ve recently passed laws saying teachers cannot teach history that might
make us uncomfortable. So, | guess we can tell good stories, success stories.
We can talk about the Tuskegee Airmen, a group of black Airmen who

served bravely and with honor in World War II.

But we cannot tell the story of the study done by the US government in the 1930’s
on 600 men in Tuskegee, Alabama in which they were promised free health care
and then infected with syphilis and studied like lab rats as the disease progressed
and as many died without receiving any real medical care

How can we learn as a people if we do not tell both Tuskegee stories?
‘When did we see you, Lord?’ Did we see you in Tuskegee?
Or in the Tulsa massacre where entire city blocks were leveled by violent mobs
Or on the Trail of Tears? Jesus was most certainly in all those places.

We learn from the success stories of our history. We learn more from our failures,
from those missed opportunities. We cannot ignore these things, these truths.
It is not God'’s will for us to do so. God does not want us to look away
God wants us to look for opportunities!



SUMMARY

I've told you a bit about my recent travels. In October, | drove to Georgia
and North Carolina by way of Mississippi and Alabama. Yes, out of the way
but | wanted to do my own little Civil Rights Tour. On the Sunday of King holiday,
January 14 I'll stay after worship, serve some pizza and salad,
and tell you all about that trip and what | learned.

On that trip | drove from here to Jackson, Mississippi. Stayed there a few days.
Visited the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum and Medgar Evers home.
He was the NAACP organizer killed for registering people to vote

| ate some fine food on that trip, including Mississippi tamales and a pigs ear sandwich.
My brother Josh, the one in politics, told me all the places to eat and sites to see.
He suggested | go through Philadelphia. MS. That is where Goodwin, Schwerner
and Chaney were imprisoned briefly for registering people to vote
They were released. Then they disappeared ... later to be found dead.

Some of these communities acknowledge their painful, violent past
Jackson, Mississippi, Montgomery, Selma and Birmingham Alabama
encourage tourism. They have history lessons to teach. Philadelphia,
Mississippi does too But it seems they have ignored that history lesson,
Ignored that opportunity

| went downtown and asked around. No one seemed to know where | could find
the historical marker that notes that history. | kept asking. Walked into
a law office there on the square across from the courthouse. | told
the woman what | was looking for and she responded saying,
“I've lived here all my life and | do not know where that is.’

For the briefest moment, | thought that would be the end of that
But there was a humility in her tone that slowed my exit.
She followed up her admission with music to my ears.
She said, “Let me make a few calls.” She made several calls
She got her answer and gave me directions.

| am thankful to have found that historical marker
But what | will remember most is that woman
She did not know that painful history, admitted it ...
then learned along with me. She saw an opportunity.

I'd like to think she has since walked a few blocks to see that marker herself.
I'd like to think she saw Jesus in my question ... and in that historical marker.
| know | saw Jesus in Philadelphia, Mississippi ... in that marker
and very much so in that woman, in her seeing opportunities!



