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Our reading for today, if it does nothing else, tells us that God sees things differently than we do. I’ve heard this passage batted around all week with digressions into how we must run out and take care of the poor, lonely and destitute people. 

Matthew 25: 31-46 is one of those places in the Bible where, when we take it literally, the bible appears to disagree with itself and we know that can’t happen. The only way to truly understand what is being said is to really look at what the words tell us in light of what we already know about God’s commands. 

According to the church, this reading says that there is one criterion by which we are judged – feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, take in the stranger, cloth the naked, take care of the sick and visit the prisoners. If we do that then we are destined to be classified as sheep: part of the righteous, or ‘saved’ ones. If we fail, then we will be goats; and we know what Jesus said about the goats. He was adamant that those whom he had designated as ‘goats’ were to be cursed and condemned into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels, where they will be forever. However, the sheep were made the promise that they would have eternal life. 

A turn-around in my grasp of this passage came when I read verse 44, where the Goats were responding to the seeming harshness of Jesus’ judgment. Let me quote: 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” and they answered, “'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?'” The goats sincerely thought they had done exactly what Jesus’ had commanded and could not understand why Jesus did not see that.

Then when I looked back at the response from the Sheep where they said, “'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' The sheep had not done the literal thing and yet Jesus commended them. The bell went off in my head; they must have lived their lives in the intent that Jesus meant.

That got me thinking about Liberation Theology. According to Liberation Theology, the focus of the church should be on making this life better for everyone, liberating people from their poverty and pain by changing the equations of supply and demand more to their favor. The Bible, especially this passage, has been used successfully to defend this agenda.

It was stated in a book, Introducing Liberation Theology by Leonardo and Clovodis Boff, that the thrust of liberation theology, begun in 1960 and encouraged by Vatican II, was to, “give the best possible theoretical justification to activities developed under the signs of a ‘theology of progress, of authentic secularization and human advancement.’” As though the church’s purpose were to authenticate the secular world instead of promoting the holy state of being. On top of that, they make the absurd statement that, “The poverty of Third World countries was the price to be paid for the First World to be able to enjoy the fruits of overabundance.” It appears that success and abundance in one place is blamed for the poverty in another place.  Is there only so much to go around so that if one country becomes prosperous that another must be deprived of that particular virtue? 

To put it in simple words, Liberation Theology says that the church must become the official instrument of equalization, focusing primarily on the secular world and human advancement. It this is what the Bible really says, then they are on the right page, but if not, and I dare to suggest that it is not, then woe be to them and to us if we buy into their theology.

Let me make it abundantly clear that although I disagree completely with Liberation Theology, I do not disagree with the bible passage we read today. We are responsible for our world and we have a duty and an obligation to make a difference, to be instruments of healing and grace in our world; to be generous with our love, our talents and our resources; and most of all to practice the Theology of Transfiguration: meaning recognizing, acknowledging and confirming the true nature of all that God has created. 

We can only feed the hungry, heal the sick and bring comfort to those who suffer by becoming instruments of healing of the soul: changing core understanding and beliefs: our own, as well as theirs. 

During the holiday season, many people become involved in performing charitable works: passing out food, toys and clothes to those less fortunate than themselves. The discussion always comes around to how wonderful it feels when the people are so grateful. It is painfully evident in the ‘warm fuzzies’ people feel when they perform Liberation Theology roles that they internally perceive the one he or she is helping as being ‘less than’ or ‘inferior to’ themselves and they get their reward from feeling good. This is exactly what the goats were doing. The Sheep, on the other hand, who are called ‘righteous’, do not even recognize when they were following Christ’s guidelines. They are not looking for thank you’s because in truth, the homeless are not less than, nor lower than, nor even less fortunate than we are; and it is our job to recognize, acknowledge and confirm that truth. When we can do that with complete honesty and understanding, and confirm that truth to each other so that others can see and experience it too, then the effects of wrong belief: fear, injustice, frustration and deprivation will disappear. Instead, we are told we must fix the world for these ‘poor’ people; all we really do is perpetuate the problem.

In every instance where a person or a community or a country has maintained the attitude that they are inferior and helpless, the outward manifestation has been evidence of that belief. On the contrary, where a person, community or country has recognized their own innate potential as children of a loving creator, they have been able to take control of their lives and turn things around.

I wish I could remember which country in the former Soviet Union has proven this truth by choosing to stand on their own feet, take responsibility and make a difference, versus the others, who have not been able to break the defeating self-image that they are still children under a ‘Fatherland’ who, although tyrannical and harsh, will advise, command and take care of them as it has always done. The first has become a prosperous and self-sufficient country while the rest remain in a sad state of poverty waiting for the world, their new ‘fatherland’, to fix them.

Let me remind you of the true statement made by a wise person, “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach him how to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” In Transfiguration Theology, we would add, help a man to understand that he is a beloved child of a loving God, fully endowed with all that is necessary to live life to the fullest and see that truth yourself, and you will heal him and his children and his children’s children.

It may be necessary to provide emergency ‘bridges’ to physically assist a person to get from one state to another when they realize that they have been on the wrong road, but it must be done in true brotherly love, in the context of a new understanding of who they really are or it will only provide a self-fulfilling prophecy of lack and limitation. 

About 15 or 16 years ago Bishop Desmond Tutu, I don't think he had been elevated to archbishop then, was on the Merv Griffin Show and Merv asked him if he was his brother's keeper.  He replied, “No, I am my brother's brother. This is the true attitude we are to take.

The problem with Liberation Theology is, if we are trying to eliminate poverty, or just reduce it, it hasn’t work. We don’t have less hungry or less poverty-stricken people, we have more. All examples of churches and communities taking on the task of feeding the poor and giving shelter to the homeless, every one, has resulted in more poor and homeless than ever before. Something is wrong with this picture!!

We, individually and as a church, have a job, a spiritual duty; and it is our joy to recognize in every life we meet, even though enshrouded in confusion, fear and pain, not a person to look down on in pity but a child of God, created for His purpose and filled with inherent goodness and potential. We are not just to recognize this truth, but also acknowledge it by our thoughts and our words. We are to confirm it by our actions by treating them as they truly are and, this is critical, insisting that they behave in the light of that truth and by not allowing them to behave in ways contrary to that understanding. We must not feed their deep sense of inferiority and insecurity but tell them and show them the path out of fear and pain. Then we will have truly fed the hungry, healed the sick, clothed the naked, visited those in prison and brought them hope.

If we treat any one with disdain, ignore them, despise them or, and this one is the tricky one, pity them, whether we have fed them a fish or not, we have failed to fulfill Jesus’ command.

One last prod to your mind, let me quote from the Gospel of St. Matthew, Chapter 6, parts of verses 25-33 where Jesus is giving his Sermon on the Mount.

"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?”

“And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these.  If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”

This is the message of the Gospel. This is the message of Christ’s body, the church. This is the message that we are to remember when we minister to the lost, the hungry and the sick. Feed the hungry heart, Heal the broken spirit, Cloth the naked and cold soul with the warmth of your love. Visit those in the prison of negativity and bring them a new picture, a new understanding; walk with them as a brother along the path of righteousness.
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