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Hardest to Hug
A Pent Last--Matt 25:31-46



	Well, it's Christ the King Sunday, the last Sunday of the church year, which is a good time to look back and reflect a bit.  So I've been thinking about our church, and how much we do in this community that is holy and good.  We pray and mourn and laugh and welcome others.  We provide care to those in our lives who are sick or struggling.  We give generously to charities in time, materials, and money--through Mission Café, holiday baskets, Delonis meals, preemie quilts, monthly special offerings, Appalachia, you name it.  And this is essential and blessed work.  It's part of how we follow the way that Jesus shows us.  I'm proud of the outreach and mission and inclusive community that we are building here, so I want to be clear that I don't mean anything I say in the rest of this sermon to suggest otherwise.
	But there is something in Jesus' message today, something subtle, which we at Holy Faith may especially need to hear.  In his vision of the final judgment, Jesus indicates that we will be evaluated not on the strength of our belief but on our ministry to the most vulnerable in our society--the "least of these," as Jesus calls them.  Did we give food and water to the hungry and thirsty?  Did we welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, take care of the sick, visit the imprisoned?  And you'll notice that each of these questions emphasizes a direct, person-to-person kind of encounter.  We can partially fulfill them by donating money and supplies to intermediary organizations that feed, clothe, heal, and visit--but only partially.  In the final analysis, Jesus asks us if we did these things ourselves.  And he makes it clear that this kind of one-on-one encounter with those on the bottom of the social heap is also a one-on-one encounter with Jesus himself.  "Just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family," he says, "you did it to me."
	This emphasis on person-to-person engagement is no accident.  Our tendency--and it's a natural one, true in many churches--is to provide interpersonal ministry to people who are like us and more removed ministry to people who are not.  We bring food to church members who are sick, but we donate food to organizations that distribute it to people who live, and look, less like us.  We offer free flu shots for folks in Saline, but we give money to agencies that provide medical care to folks in Ypsilanti.  It's not that we don't encounter Jesus when we work our garden to donate produce together, or visit a shut-in member.  Of course we do.  But something even more transformative becomes available when we move out of our own comfort zone to be in relationship with people who bear the brunt of our society's economic and social arrangements.  Jesus comes to us in a particular way in the least of these.  If we don't also seek out ways to meet him in them, then we are still holding a full encounter with him at bay.  We are avoiding interactions that might truly transform us.  We are maintaining God at arms length.
	In fact I would argue that the times we have begun to venture out to find Christ in the other--such as in our trips down to Appalachia, or our conversations with the representatives from Camp Take Notice--those encounters have opened eyes and altered perspectives and changed hearts in ways that no other kind of encounter could. 
	I've mentioned before that the year after I graduated from college I worked in a group home for emotionally disturbed boys.  Mine was one of several residences in this agency to which the state sent kids who were considered unsafe in their own families.  One day, at a staff training, a counselor from one of the other homes in this agency told me a story I've never forgotten.  There was a young child in his unit who had evidently never been taught how to properly wash and brush his teeth and take care of his hygiene in general.  As I recall, the boy also had continence problems of some kind.  The staff worked to help this child with these issues, but despite their efforts he often looked, and smelled, pretty unpleasant.  
	Meanwhile, the boy was doing a lot of acting out.  He'd throw physical tantrums or just be rude and belligerent.  This behavior wasn't that unusual for kids in this setting, but still the counselor had this intuitive sense that there was something he was missing.  He kept wondering and probing for what was going on, until one day, as he watched the child interacting with other people in the house, it hit him.  The staff in that place tried their best to provide what a family would provide, including the physical affection that kids need so much--an appropriate hug or pat on the back or a reassuring hand on the shoulder.  But no one touched this kid much.  The counselor recognized it immediately in himself as well--without even realizing it, he shied away from physical contact because the child smelled so bad.  And yet, that kid needed love like any other kid, maybe even more.  He was just a small person, damaged and alone, a child of God underneath the snarled hair and the sharp, sickly scent of urine.  
	I think Jesus' words today invite us to do what that realization invited that counselor to do, metaphorically speaking: to hug the child who is the hardest to hug, to care for the one at the bottom of the pecking order, the one who smells, whose shame and vulnerability, like someone crucified before us, just might help to push open the door to our own salvation.
	Amen.
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