Final Exam

Robert R. Howard
Scripture: Matthew 25:31-46

My sisters, my brothers:

Some of us have had the privilege of undergoing a most fascinating experience: Doctoral
Qualifying Exams. For othersthe privilege is called: Ordination Exams. Whatever the name, the
process bears afamily resemblance: you get alist of three thousand books to study for each exam.
Then you read, read, read, read, and read some more.. . . until your eyeballs throb and your neck
acheslike sin. Y ou scribble notes, rewrite them, condense them, reread, and outline, trying to cram
italin. Onthefateful day, you go into school and pick up your exam at 7:30 in the morning: one
sheet of paper, four sections, ten questionsin al. You are to answer one question for each section.
For each question you have one hour to outline your answer, and one hour to write it. So you
frantically try to pour out everything you know about the questionin onehour. Eight hourslater, you
drag what's left of you back to school, and hand in this packet of writing, answers and chicken-
scratched notes, hoping to high heaven that you've done enough. And you get to perform this
delightful exercise four times. You find yourself thinking, "I volunteered for this?* "I'm paying
themfor the privilege??' Now . . . what if thistime the teacher handed you a piece of paper and told
you: "Thisisyour final exam. All the questionsthat will beon your Final. Everything. Hereitis'?
And then told you, "But I'm not going to tell you when you're going to take it"? Well, in today's
scripture we just heard Jesus Christ's Final Exam.

Did you notice? Two troubling words stood out. Thefirst wordis. "Nations." "Beforehim
will be gathered al the nations." Did you notice? Not "Christians.” Not "individuals." Not
"saints." Only vast, teeming throngs of al nations. All peoples. good, bad, ugly, one great big
messy mass of humanity. We're talking grand scale here. Wide screen, plasmaTV. No isolated,
single brave souls standing before Judge Jesus, one by one. He is gaveling them nation by nation.
Yikes! What happens on anational scaleiswhat Judge Jesus seemsto care about here. Thiscould
get ugly. It just might be that we're going up that final escalator — or down! — depending on what
our nation does. And that puts the responsibility square in our hands, friends. In this crazy year,
when we hear strident voices blaming Katrina's victims for their own devastating losses, voices
suddenly “discovering” budget shortfallsand bleating, “ cut, cut, cut those handouts; give, give, give
those tax-cuts;” listen carefully: you just might hear the sound of another Voice aswell. Weighing
our fate by the actions of our nation. What a troublesome thought! One word can ruin our day:
"nations.” Jesus is going to judge the nations.

WEell, the other word isworse: "When?' Did you catch it? Both groups said, "When did
we...?" Both the sheep and the goats cried out in amazement, "You, Jesus? When? We never
knew it wasyou. Heck, if we'd known it was you, we'd have pushed the Spiritual Overdrive button
on the gearshift: white-knuckled praying till we sweated blood, shaking the rafterswith our “prai se-
the-Lords,” raising holy hands — maybe even getting a case of happy feet! — dlipping tracts under
all thewiper bladesinthe Wal-Mart parking | ot, maybe even dropping a couple of double-digit bills
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inthe offering plate. Y ou know: impressive stuff. Maybe getting up an anthem with full choir, and
both piano and organ rolling like thunder, congregation on their feet roaring and clapping, white-
robed preacher descending from the ceiling by arope (but always, always decently and in order). If

wed only known it wasyou." Scary word, that word, "when." Could mean that we're looking for
Christinall thewrong places. Truthis, we may not know exactly when Heisthere. "That was You?
Y ou were there?? We didn't know!"

But take acloser look: the actions Jesusistalking about are surprisingly "unspiritual.” No
high, dramatic sacrifice. No hymns, no prayers. Just food, clothes, holding a hand beside the
hospital bed . . . ssimple, ordinary stuff. The kind that's easy to miss. The kind you may not need
specia seminary training to perform. The Final Exam is simple, you see. Plain vanilla. Ordinary
actions. Feed, clothe, visit, greet. Common, human stuff. The kind of stuff that just happens to
make an eternity of difference. Here'sthe bottom line, saysthe Son of Man from Histhrone: arethe
outcasts from New Orleans' Lower Ninth Ward being taken care of, yes or no? Y ou opened your
cities to them, even your homes, you made kits with emergency supplies for them — wonderful!
Now make sure that they can return home with clothes, shelter, schools, and jobswith aliving wage!
Resist anybody trying to pull the plug on funding temporary housing in motel roomsjust intimefor
Christmas! Where else are they going to stay right now? Talk about “no room at theinn”! Arethe
nations taking care of their hurting, sick, little ones? Fight to care for them, raising your voice
against cuts in Medicare, food stamps, Head Start, school funding, health care, and al other
“responsible’ efforts to “balance the budget” by snip-snipping away at the social safety net of the
poor! Arefollowers of the Prince of Peace bending over backwardsto make sure the nations " study
war no more"? Useyour brand-spanking-new Hebrew knowledge on the Ten Commandments; make
itjust asplain asbaby-talk: “you . ..no. . .kill"” Aretheforgotten children of God being taken care
of, yes or no? says Judge Jesus. Don't just see the good news; be the good news, one cup of cold
water at atime. Now, you can argue all you want about the details: call them"socialized medicine,”
or "welfare state,”" or blue-ribbon Governor's panels, or whatever. But the bottom line is, are the
hungry fed? | don't care how it'sdone, says Jesus, government, churches, girl scouts, adopt-a-family,
piggy-banks. . . . Hey, themorethemerrier! Y our job, Christians, He says, isto bunch together and
seetoit that your sisters and brothers are taken care of! To push, prod, plead, argue, to be "in your
face" Christians! Common, ordinary, unspectacular actions: feed, visit, clothe. Make it so!

Andwhy? “Because,” says Jesus, "that’ swhereyou'll find Me. Surprise!” My address, you
see, has always been: corner of Forgotten Street and Nowhere Avenue. My servant Matthew knew
it. For him the “Son of Man” -- no, better, “Child of Humanity” -- that mighty, mighty, mighty
savior of cosmic power, was called adrunk, aglutton, because he seemed to prefer the company of
sinners and tax-collectors. Hewas murdered on a Crossoutsidethe city walls. Y es, Matthew knew
what I’'m all about. Y ou want to find Me? Look, says Jesus, I'll makeit easy for you; I'll giveyou
my personal address; Tupelo Street, Lower 9" Ward, New Orleans, hip deep in the muck. In the
Al-Naza neighborhood, Fallujah, Irag, ducking bullets jacketed in depleted uranium, stamped
“Madeinthe U.S.A.” Tossed inacell without anumber, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, where nobody is
tortured because America doesn’t do that. Living in those shacks with the cracks in Smoketown,
West Side of Louisville, Kentucky. That’s my address, says Jesus, you can reach me there. Down
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with thefolks, with the power-less. Y es, Judge Jesus|ooks straight into our eyes. “Y ou want to find
me?’ he says. “Look for the overlooked. That’swhere!’ll be.”

Now, wait just a minute. What kind of a switcheroo is Christ pulling on us here? "l was
hungry?' "l was a stranger?" "l was naked, sick, in prison...?" Christ is turning things all
"jeehockeyways," as my Grandmother used to say. | mean, come on, we are used to being the
Representatives of the Lord here on earth, right? Look, doesn't Paul say it, right in Second
Corinthians (5:20), calling us"ambassadorsfor Christ?* Christ working through our hands, and all
that? So what's going on here? Well, think for a moment. Why do we bother to wander into
someplace called “ church” in thefirst place? Why do we strain our earsto listen beneath the words
of Scripture? Why do wetorture ourselvestryingto learn glories of the Hithpagl ? Maybe . . . maybe
because beneath it all, we desperately want to find God. We search for God every timewesit down
in these pews, we listen for God as the lector stumbles through a Scripture lesson, with every
Hebrew flashcard we strive to learn the very tongue of God's soul. We hunger to feel the touch of
thedivinehandin our lives. So consider: coulditbe. . ., couldit possibly bethat the morewe let
Christinto our lives, feeding on the honey of God'sWord like Ezekiel (3:1-3), clustering together to
sing our high praises to God, praying for each other and the world, hearing God’'s Word set |oose
once more to range across the globe, serving each other the Lord's Supper’s banquet of grace,
offering the stuff of our life to God, and then flinging the good news far and wide, stretching out
hands of Christian compassion, and praying and praying and praying somemore. . . could it bethat
the closer we get to God, the more we act our way into Christ-like-ness, the more we let the Spirit
scul pt the wet clay of our souls— the more we will begin to see Christ precisely in the faces of his
littleones? Anywhere? Everywhere? Could it bethat the moretime we spend with Christ, themore
we will begin to perceive Christ’s ethical demand upon us in every “marginalized” face we see?
That maybe we with our casual sense of privilege don’t own sole copyright on Jesus Christ? Do you
think that maybe the mysterious heart of God, Whose love reaches beyond our wildest reckonings,
could turn the tables on usin somekind of high, holy, incredibly blessed joke? So that now, instead
of us generoudly offering Christ to those poor slobs, like some sort of Heavenly welfare check, the
Christinus. . .touchesthe Christinthem. . . and all are blessed, in somekind of mysteriousDivine
logic that simply blasts open all our cramped little theological boxes? What kind of Lovewould turn
things so upside-down? So that those who think they are giving in Christ'sname. . . find Christ in
the very act of giving? What kind of a Christ? What sort of Love, so amazing, so divine. .. ?

WEell, we've got an advance clue what's on our Final Exam, don't we? Ordinary, human
actions, on anational scale. An"in-your-face" Christianity that pushes nationsinto compassion. A
Christ whose Love defies human logic. And the Judge . . . who stands with the nobodies. . . has
given each one of usthe bottom lineHimself: Areyour sistersand brotherstaken care of, yesor no?

WEe've got one lifetime to write our answer. . . .



