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He will judge the nations
BBC’s Children in Need appeal has raised over £26 million – a record sum, given with a good will, and with much fun and entertainment. Truly this is a nation that loves children!

Or is it? If the Children’s Society  representative whom we were expecting after church two week’s ago had turned up (and I still don’t know what happened to him) he would have talked  to us about a serious and well-researched report which details huge unhappiness among British children, much of which is ignored or not registered by society in general. And that’s not the only report to have reached this sad conclusion – more recently UNICEF said much the same thing. Children given too much materially, but too little emotionally; tested beyond reason in the education system, and not allowed to enjoy simply being children. If you can stay on after coffee today, you’ll be asked to consider two specific aspects of this problem – the commercialisation and sexualisation which makes children grow up too quickly. We know there has been the Bailey Report to the government which has detailed this, and asked for changes  of law and practice regarding marketing, advertising, and so forth; but I think we also know that there are powerful vested interests in society which will resist any effective changes which might affect profits. So, there’s definitely  a fight on the hands of people who care about these things.
How much are we a nation that values children? Which is more telling – our sporadic acts of  good-natured charity, or the settled patterns of social life which apparently make modern childhood so difficult?
Our Gospel reading today is well-known and powerful. It may make some of us uncomfortable when we think of all the loving acts we’ve left undone which we ought to have done, and I guess that’s how most of us hear it – as a challenge to us as individuals. But there’s something in the beginning to Jesus’ parable, whose significance I think we usually miss: ‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the nations with him, then he will sit on his throne of glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate them one from another…’  Matt.25. 31, 32).The key word we skip over there is nation’ – and then Bible translations often go on (as the one you heard this morning did) to say he will separate people one from another; but, as you may have noticed, I changed that just now, because what the Greek text says could just as well be translated , ‘he will separate them , (which could mean  the nations) one from another,  on the basis of their treatment of the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and prisoners.
We’ve got used to thinking of this passage in an individualistic way, relating to our own morals and acts of charity – and, of course, those things matter. I’m not saying Jesus doesn’t have them in view. But I want to argue that, as heir to the prophetic tradition of the Hebrew Scriptures, Our Lord would also quite naturally have thought and spoken about the actions or failures of  whole nations, and the consequences they bring about for judgment or for salvation. His thinking would have been  much more communally-minded than ours is.

The feast we keep today, that of ‘Christ the King’, has been adopted from the Roman Catholic Church, where it was originally  introduced to assert and underline the kingship of Christ over human society – his authority even over the political and social realms. It wasn’t meant to be a re-run of Ascension Day, when the church thinks about him being crowned at God’s right hand; rather it was meant to focus  on his authority coming to earth – exactly as the  parable we heard today pictured it. And, of course, the intention of having us all reflect on this is not so that we should simply live like paralysed rabbits in fear of the oncoming headlights – the belief in his coming judgement of this wicked world and of all of us in it. No,  the point of thinking about Christ’s kingly authority over human society  is so that Christians  should be stirred into working to plant instances of his kingly reign  in the soil of this fallen world, even here, even now. And this means paying attention to, and doing what we can, about the life of the nations – and of our nation, in particular.
So,  our individual responsibility, and our responsibility as churches,  must  include all the works of charity that the mediaeval church summed up neatly in one of the lists it loved so much – the seven corporal acts of mercy: namely giving sustenance to the hungry and thirsty, welcoming the stranger, clothing the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, caring for the orphaned, and burying the dead with decency. Yes, we’re called to do all these things, with the true love which is the meaning of charity, and give dignity to the people we serve.  And that’s challenging enough – finding a realistic way to live out these injunctions as individuals or church communities  in modern circumstances. But, more than that, our responsibility also extends to working and campaigning for certain things in the life of our nation  - decent support for those in desperate need, both here and overseas; fair access to housing for everyone;  dignity, good treatment  and real care in our hospitals and residential homes for all who are sick or fragile; a penal system which offers a path to reform and  self-respect for convicted criminals  instead of being a mass holding-system which turns  people out worse than before;  a welcome for strangers in our society  which effectively opposes  the xenophobia which lurks so close the surface of national life when the nation is under stress – upholding the rights of asylum seekers, and treating immigrants with decency; working for the protection of children and childhood, and the conditions for effective family life in society,  bearing in mind that children can be emotionally and spiritually orphaned, even when parents are physically still alive, but don’t have enough time for their offspring…. I could go on. The list is long of things we need to concern ourselves with in the life of our nation. And these things are social matters - political, even. Charity is simply not enough.
Why did the Church get into the habit of individualising the meaning  of Jesus’ parable, and forget that it was about nations as much as about  poeple?  Because it was easier – perhaps. Certainly, in the early centuries Christians must have felt pretty powerless to affect the policies and ethos of the mighty and ruthless Roman Empire in which they lived. And later, no doubt, it was easier for those in power if ordinary Christians kept their attention fixed on acts of charity which they could do without fundamentally challenging the status quo.
But we shouldn’t forget that even under the circumstances of powerlessness, where there wasn’t the democratic possibility which we have of standing up to earthly rulers, the Church of earlier times retained some of the communal ways of thinking which spring out  of the Hebrew  Scriptures.These are  ways of thinking which in our era of individualism, we’re in danger of losing. The ethical imperatives addressed to Christians in the Epistles of the New Testament were addressed to them as corporate groups, just as much as to the individuals who made them up. And, by living intensely as a corporate group according to the values of the kingdom, the Church  found it could create little islands of the kingdom’s light amidst the darkness of the world. This way of living and thinking persisted on, beyond the days of the Roman Empire, at least in monasteries and convents, which  had effects on society which went far  beyond what we would recognise  as  the doing of individual acts of charity.
It’s our challenge to work for a sense of community which is socially effective, both in the Church but also in the nation. When we  each see our lives  revealed in the light of the Lord’s presence, at the end of the age or the end of our lives, it’s my belief that we’ll see just how much they’re interwoven with those of others. And we’ll also see, I think,  just how much our responsibility includes caring for the fabric of that interweaving – a social and political responsibility -  as well as for the threads of other individual lives within it whom we can choose to serve and love.
