“So THIS Is What it Means to Be a Part of the Church”
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Matthew 25:31-40
(Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Bill Steadman)

There was a time when being “religious” involved a lot of anxiety. We worried about doing
things the right way, getting the answers right, living in a way that would make others in
our family proud of us. Too much energy was expended in doing things perfectly, or as
close to perfection as any human can achieve. That, for some people, was the mark of a
truly religious person. And if one wanted to be a part of the church, or a local congregation,
then one had better be near to perfection.

And so the idea of bringing a child to be baptized was measured by the pedigree of the child
or the standing of the family in the community. It was just that way.

Such an approach could only be possible when we lost the basic message of the gospel,
where Jesus said to the disciples that they should make sure that they welcome children,
and do not forbid them. He went on further that if people have been waiting in the hot sun
or the cold rain to meet with him, then all the more they were welcome to an audience with
Jesus. Far from being inaccessible, Jesus was honoured that people wanted to see him, hear
what he had to say, and were willing to implement his teachings in their lives.

The passage read from Matthew’s gospel may have had something to do with the attitude
that we must have only blessed or holy people in the church, and counter-wise condemned
those who were evil people. The world got divided into the good and the bad.

But the passage does not really say that. It speaks of people who are like sheep and goats,
and implies that the sheep are good, the goats less so, but Jesus was a person who always
saw good in all of nature. Careful reading of this passage reveals to us that those who are
good and those who are rejected have no idea what they have done to deserve this label.

And Jesus says that those who are honoured are those who treat people with respect and as
equals. Period. When we get interested in layering people in terms of their interests or
economic status or skin colour or sexual identity or criminal record or educational success
or athletic ability or musical prowess we have started using measurements that do not
make the cut in Jesus’ world. Who we are in terms of ancestral background and
educational opportunity and natural gifts does make us different, but never should it be
seen as making us inferior.

We live in a culture where boosting our sense of personal value and self esteem often is
linked to what we own or can buy. Black Friday this week, the adoption of a tradition that
is embedded in the history of United States marketing, emphasizes the value of getting a
bargain and so having something of value to make us feel more precious as an individual.
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Time magazine this week had a feature on the 25 most interesting inventions of the last
year. One was an ice cream - Halo Top ice cream actually is a company formed in 2012,
and it produces ice cream that is only 360 calories for the whole pint. It encourages
purchasers to eat the whole pint and enjoy it, and now the brand at $5 per pint outsells
Haagen-Dazs and Ben and Jerry’s in pints bought in the United States.

One of the other key new inventions is a football helmet that gives on impact, reducing the
heavy blows to the head when making contact to the helmet. These helmets will be
available for $1,500 each for the 2018 season, and are already being used by 18 NFL teams.
I suppose if some players get more than $1,000,000 per game, then an investment of
$1,500 makes sense.

These inventions, and others among them, are geared to improve individuals in their own
lives — at home, in business, in sports.

Jesus uplifts as the ideal focus for life living in community. The essence of human value is
discovered when we live in community. The difference between sheep and goats, if I can
discern the truth from those who know much more about farm life than I do, is that both
animals have unique attributes and individual characteristics, but the sheep are more
prone to be part of the flock, and goats are more likely to prance about in their unique
attributes.

We celebrate individuality in society, or at least we should, but we are called within that
reality to find a way to be nurturing and supportive of the communities of which we are a
part.

We have heard of another mosque being savagely destroyed, and hundreds killed in Egypt
— clearly attackers who are not interested in the well being of the community. Demanding
justice and standards is one thing; acting in ways that destroy opportunity and community
is beyond the message Jesus brought.

That is why we celebrate baptisms in our tradition. It may be seen as an inferior act to
some because we do not wait until the person being baptized, as a child, can take his or her
own vow of faith for membership in the church. But a baby has an even stronger
affirmation than most adults ever receive. Leo has the faith of his parents, the promises of
his godparents, the support of grandparents, and the commitment of this whole
congregation on record.

This is an incredible, faithful action that goes beyond anything I or most people received in
making a personal affirmation of faith as an adult.

You have stated, as his parents and godparents have stated, that Leo is part of God’s flock of
people who share in the tradition of the faith, and so special in the sight of God. That means
we need to support him, and all such individuals who are part of this community, with an
undying commitment.

Next week we will honour three students who are members or adherents of this
congregation who will receive a bursary as part of the Memorials and Endowments
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committee. As special as bursaries can be when given through the registrar of a university,
the culmination of donations from alumni and special donors, these gifts carry with them
something else: the support and affirmation of this whole community of faith.

When Neil Armstrong landed on the moon and took his first step as a man, but one giant
leap for mankind, he remarked that “We stood on the shoulders of giants to reach the
moon.”

Today we stand and reflect on the giants of the faith who have brought us to this time when
a small child with two big brothers, loving parents and grandparents and great-
grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins and neighbours can be lifted up in faith and
celebrated as special.

So THIS is what it means to be a member of the church.

A daunting reality. The good news is we do not need to do it alone. The truth is, we cannot
do it alone.
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