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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Back when I was a junior and senior in high school, and then into my college years I played stand-
up string bass and sang the high parts in a bluegrass band, of all things. The band was created by a 
high-school classmate who taught himself to play the banjo, and then built his own banjo from a 
kit. He knew I played cello, and figured if I could do that, I could probably manage to thump out 
the string bass parts in bluegrass songs. But I didn’t have a bass. I had a cello. So, when we 
started, I would pull my endpin out as far as it would go and play my cello standing up like you 
would a stand-up bass. A few years ago my sister put me on to a folk-bluegrass band out of 
Canada called the Dead South that also has a cello player instead of a bass player. Except this guy 
has his cello rigged up with a shoulder strap and plays it like a big guitar. I didn’t know that that 
would be a cool thing to do, so before long I bought an actual stand-up bass that I still have. These 
days it stands in the corner of our living room, a large piece of decorative furniture. Anyway, the 
point of telling you all of this is that some of the songs we played in that band were gospel songs 
like “I’ll fly away,” which our guitar group here at Grace plays from time to time. But it was 
another song we played that always comes to mind whenever I sit down to study the Gospel text 
we have in front of us this morning, the parable of the sheep and the goats. It was a song by Leon 
Russell that was covered by a band called New Grass Revival. (They also covered Jerry Lee 
Lewis’ “Great Balls of Fire,” which we also played.) But this song by Leon Russell was called 
Prince of Peace, and it had this refrain: “Never treat a brother like a passing stranger. Always try 
to keep the love light burning. Listen only to his song and watch his eyes, for it might be the 
Prince of Peace returning.” We liked this song for its fun instrumental parts and tight harmony. I 
liked it because the bass started by itself. The words, I think, were secondary. But being good 
Lutheran boys – it was a Lutheran high school that we attended – we noticed that the message was 
not quite the one we were used to hearing in our daily chapels and religion classes, and it led to 
some theological discussions with our guitar player, who was a few years older than us and not a 
Lutheran – he was a born-again, non-denominational fellow. What struck us was the motivation 
for treating others with kindness: it might be Jesus in disguise. The end of the world is coming, the 
song hinted. “Love the blind and wounded as you would yourself.” “Never be impatient with the 
ones you love.” Why? Because they’re fellow human beings made in the image of God? Because 
it’s the right thing to do? Because why wouldn’t you? No. Because Jesus might catch you not 
doing what you’re supposed to do. And then there would be hell to pay. Literally. The song didn’t 
say that explicitly. But it hinted in that direction. I reminds me of what I call Santa Claus theology. 
Be good, because Santa knows when you’ve been bad or good. 
 Today’s Gospel reading might, at first glance, seem to back up the theology of that song 
we were singing forty years ago. It lands on us today on the last Sunday of the church year when 
we celebrate the reign of Christ in its fullness, “when the Son of Man comes in his glory,” and the 
prospect of a final judgment looms. It also lands on us in the midst of an ongoing and now 
resurgent pandemic. I’m sure you noticed that Illinois dropped from level 4 to level 3 in the 
phased recovery plan, with the threat that we could drop even further if things continue to get 
worse. Another lockdown might be coming. People are starting to hoard toilet paper again. The 
situation feels a little like our own kind of judgement day. We were warned that this would be 
coming if we didn’t take action, if we didn’t implement the pandemic plan that we had developed 
of social distancing, massive testing, and contact tracing. We did part of it. We did the 
quarantining. We shut down businesses and schools to flatten the curve. And we flattened it. We 



even helped businesses to retain their employees with a stimulus bill. But we didn’t do a very 
good job with testing or contact tracing, the other two legs of the stool, as it were. We also had no 
uniform approach to mask wearing, and somehow managed to turn that into a partisan issue. And 
then we just got tired of it all and let down our guard. Maybe if we pretended the virus wasn’t 
there it would go away. And now we reap the consequences. 
 Ever since the pandemic began, I’ve been talking about cooperation with the measures to 
fight the pandemic as a way of loving our neighbors as ourselves. And I still believe that. It’s the 
Christian ethic, and the ethic of many other religions too. The irony of our situation is that we 
could also pitch that cooperation for purely selfish reasons: some sacrifice now will be good for 
you in the long run. It’s in your best interests to wear a mask, to stay out of crowds of people as 
much as possible, and to encourage others to do the same. Maybe that would have worked? 
 But who am I kidding? We use that strategy all the time. Save your money, don’t spend it. 
Work hard in school. Train hard in sports. Practice your music. Be disciplined and organized. It 
will be good for you in the long run. For some it works. But for too many of us just doesn’t. We 
give up. We choose the quick fix over delayed gratification. We fail the marshmallow test. 
 As I said, today’s Gospel reading could be taken for this same kind of approach. Do the 
hard work of helping others for the sake of your long-term gain. Be like the sheep, not like the 
goats, and you will inherit the kingdom. It takes a second look at this text to notice that this cannot 
be the message of this parable because of one important detail here: neither the sheep nor the goats 
knew that they would be judged on the basis of their actions, or their inaction. The sheep did not 
clothe the naked or feed the hungry or tend the sick because “it might be the Prince of Peace 
returning.” They were not punching their tickets for heaven. They had no idea. They did those 
things because they needed to be done. As Martin Luther famously said, “God does not need your 
good works. But your neighbor does.” 
 Today we finish the church year and leave off reading from the Gospel according to 
Matthew. And as we do, I want to remind you again of how Matthews brackets his Gospel with 
the promise that God is with us in Jesus Christ. At the beginning of the Gospel, the angel tells 
Joseph that Jesus fulfills the promise of Isaiah of the child Immanuel – God with us. And the very 
last thing Jesus does in the Gospel is to send his disciples out to the nations with the promise that 
he will be with them always.  
 Sisters and brothers in Christ, God is with us in Jesus. God has come among us as one of 
us because it needed to be done, because God would not give up on us, because God would not 
abandon us to the mess of our own making, to the disastrous consequences we seem hell-bent on 
bringing upon ourselves. By his life, death, and resurrection, Jesus changed the script for us, 
opened a way to life where there was none before, and invites us to be messengers and agents of 
that life even here and now in the midst of sickness and death, hopelessness and despair. Our 
neighbors need our good works. The world needs our love, our attention, and our action. Ninety 
families showed up at our food pantry this past Thursday. That’s double the recent average. And 
that’s just one small example. You can find lots of others if you look for them. Some of us have 
extra cash these days from not going out to eat and be entertained. And the stock market is still 
booming. And others of us have the time, the talent, and good health to offer non-financial help 
where it is needed. God is at work in the world right now to bring light from darkness, hope from 
despair, and life from death. And we get to be a part of that work! That’s the message of today’s 
Gospel reading. God grant us courage in these difficult days, and make our faith active in love. 
And the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep our hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus. Amen. 


