Last Sunday after Pentecost 2011
Matthew 25:31-46

“Spinach or French Fries”
“Spinach or Squash? Which one will it be?” “Hmmmm? Squash please.” If you know anything about parenting, then you know what just transpired. In order to get our children to eat vegetables, we give them an option. “For dinner, which vegetable would you prefer spinach or squash?” “Hmm, I guess I will have squash.” “Squash it is,” we say with a bit of a clever grin on our faces. But in reality our children really don’t get to choose, do they? Because the real choice is not between spinach and squash but even to have vegetables in first place, which is cleverly not offered. I mean really, what child given the honest choice between spinach and McDonald’s french fries, is going to choose spinach? Right? What adult given the choice between spinach and French fries is going to choose spinach? Well…….actually quite a few as we shall see, and not for health reasons either. Today’s sermon is about the choice between spinach and French fries.
Today is the last Sunday of the Christian year. I seems to me that the last Sunday of the Christian year should be the Crucifixion-----the death of Christ because not only is death the end, but resurrection is the beginning. Thus, it would make sense that the Christian year conclude with the Crucifixion and start back up again with Easter wherein we gain new life. But if that were the case what would we do with Christmas and the birth of Christ? Perhaps, we could follow Paul, the first Christian writer, who never mentions Jesus’ birth. And by this I mean perhaps we could do away with the birth narratives altogether and simply enjoy Christmas for what it really is anyway-----a fun time of year to celebrate and give one another gifts, and leave it at that. But this is never going to happen so we end the Christian year where we find ourselves today------at the end-----at the BIG end. We find ourselves today on the final day of the world------standing before God, our Creator, explaining just what the heck we have been doing with this thing called “our life” which God has given to us. Matthew is our guide. And he tells us that today---the end day of all days-----is the day of separation of the sheep from the goats-----i.e. today is Judgment Day.

Now, Judgment Day or the Day of the Lord or Doomsday is a central point in Christian, Jewish and Islamic theology. References to it exist throughout the Old and New Testament. Essentially, Judgment Day is the day when God judges the moral worth of individual human beings. It is a day of reckoning. There is some disagreement as to when this reckoning will occur. Some think it will happen at the end of time for everyone living and dead all at once. However, nowadays, it is more popular to believe that judgment happens immediately upon the death of the individual person. The point is before any of us can cross over the threshold of the gates of righteousness, each one of us are going to have to come face to face with God naked in all our sinfulness. Not a pretty picture.
I disagree with this scenario. I don’t think this is what the Last Judgment is at all. But I will say more about that later.

Six years ago our son, Michael, Janice, a close friend of ours and I vacationed in Italy. A must see was the Sistine Chapel. Interestingly enough, the most powerful part of Michelangelo’s magnificent art work is not the ceiling, which is really difficult to see since you have to bend your neck back into an awkward position and also because it is so high up. Actually, the most powerful imagery in the chapel is the huge wall behind what used to be the original altar upon which Michelangelo painted the Last Judgment. Can you imagine having to stare at the Last Judgment during an entire service? Don’t let the strategy of this get lost on you. This was done intentionally. It was intended to communicate, “Hey, you miserable sinner, you better wise up or this is what could happen to you when you die.” This would be like standing in line at Carl’s and having a poster of a giant, artery clogged heart just above the menu.  But, this is exactly what Michelangelo wanted to communicate.

In the center of the painting, a terrifying figure of Jesus with his right hand raised in judgment dominates the scene. His expression is completely closed in unsentimental compassion. He turns his head refusing to even listen to the whining pleas of the damned. To his right (our left) the saved rise to heaven in the resurrection. To his lower left the wicked are hurled town to hell where demons wait to torture them.

While standing in front of this huge painting contemplating its meaning, I leaned over to our son, Michael, and whispered in his ear, “So, what side are you on?” Cleverly he responded, “The same side as you!” I, then, asked the same question of our friend who is a gay man. His response was a sarcastic, “What do you think?”

Intrigued, I wanted to go around and ask every single person there the same question. “Where are you going to be on Judgment Day?” And I would venture to say that everyone would most likely give me the same answer: I will be on the right hand of Jesus; I am going to heaven.

Despite the fact each of us thinks we are going to heaven (as will our most loved ones), if you look at the painting and read Matthews gospel, it appears as if there are even more going to hell. So, my next question is: then who are these who are going to hell? 

Who is going to hell? The answer is: Anyone who wants to! You see, I have come to believe that the only difference between heaven and hell is whether you believe hell exists or want hell to exist. Would you prefer to have Spinach or french fries? Oh, I think I will take spinach! What? Are you crazy? 

I have stated this before in sermons so it is no secret. I don’t believe hell exists. “Christ died for the sins of the whole world.” (1John 2:2) proves my point. So, it is all done. All sins are forgiven and have been dealt with. However, many of you have disagreed with me. For some reason, you really like hell. But then again so do lots of Christians. “Give me hell! Give me hell!” Okay! Go right ahead and have it. But you need to know that I am not going to be there. You may be but not me. I am not going to be there because I don’t believe there is a hell. And if I don’t believe in it, how can I end up there? 
“Snap goes the trap,” you might say. “I’ve got you, Greg. Just because YOU don’t believe in it, doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist.” Is that true? It is not like we are dealing with science. I don’t believe the bread and wine of the Eucharist turn into the real body and blood of Jesus. Will I pay for that this on Judgment Day? I don’t believe that when I die, my next life will be as an ant in the Amazon? Will I pay for that? I don’t believe Joseph Smith found sacred tablets. I don’t believe Adam and Eve really existed or if I knock on wood something bad won’t happen to me. I don’t believe that those persons who commit suicide are damned by God for eternity. I don’t believe that those persons who don’t believe in Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior are going to be damned unrighteous on Judgment Day and sent to hell by an angry, non-compassionate Jesus either even though that is exactly what Matthew tells us Jesus said to his disciples in today’s gospel lesson.
Our gospel lesson for today of the separation of the sheep and goats has often been interpreted to mean that on Judgment Day all nations of the world will come before Jesus and be judged on how well each of us has treated the least of us. In other words, how well we treated the poor, the oppressed and those in prison. Look, this is a good message except that it is so works righteousness, earn your way into heaven oriented which was Matthew’s shtick. But the original word in Greek did not mean ‘nations’ but Gentiles! In other words, all non-Christians and non-Jews on Judgment Day (the end of the world) would be called before Jesus to be judged worthy or unworthy to enter heaven. For you see, ALL believers in Christ, were already in! Thus, this lesson doesn’t apply to any of us here today at all.

The least of these reference means Christians. So, entry into heaven by all non-believers depended upon how well they treated believers in Christ. Yikes! How well would this message fly today? Thus, the Last Judgment was never intended by Matthew to condemn Christians but to condemn non-Christians. Paul and all the gospel writers believed that those who believed in Jesus would be saved. The thing that got you thrown into hell was unbelief. So, for the early Christians, if you believed in free grace, that Jesus died for the sins of the whole world once and for all, then you were granted entry into heaven. If you refused this, then you would be judged at the last day as to how well you treated believers. So, given the choice of free love and grace by God or hell, which would you choose? Spinach or French fries? “Oh, give me spinach, thank you!” You got to be kidding!
It is sort of like this. When you go to the mall and you are in Macy’s and in front of you is an escalator, do you take the escalator or the stairs? I don’t think Macy’s even has stairs, do they? Or how about at the airport? I have seen families where dad with one child on his back, a computer bag slung over one shoulder, a fanny pack, cargo pants with full pockets, pulling and fighting two suitcases up the stairs next to his wife with a baby in her arms, a back pack on her back while holding the hand of another child who has on a Mickey see through back pack and dragging a doll and they take the stairs instead of the escalator! Hey, escalators are free! You don’t need a ticket to ride. And what’s more, you don’t have to do anything! No effort is required! Magically escalators transport us from one level to the next. Why wouldn’t you take it? I do all the time. As a matter of fact, have you ever noticed when an escalator is broken how people stand at the bottom and just stare at it? They are thinking, “Now, how am I going to get up to the next floor?” 
Escalators are free! And so is heaven! So, is salvation! Why would you choose earning your way into heaven and then standing before God to judge what you have done as being worthy or not? Why choose this when God offers us all a free pass? The reason is because it is WE who want hell. WE are the ones who choose it! WE are the ones who won’t let it go. So, go ahead says God, knock yourselves out. Take the stairs! But that is not how I operate.
On the wall behind what used to be the original altar in the Sistine Chapel, Michelangelo’s Jesus shows no expression because Michelangelo, following Dante’s’ theology, didn’t believe that God judges us. Dante believed that judgment is a choice of the individual soul. God sends no one to hell. Hell is what each person chooses. The damned do not know the full nature of their choice when they make it since they see only its deceptively desirable aspects; they are horrified when they learn what they have chosen. And yet, their sentence is theirs. It is not inflicted on them by an arbitrary judge. Damnation or salvation is what each soul chooses, out of free will and desire. God only confirms the choice. It is a state of the soul, not a punishment. So, there is no weighing out of sin and virtue, no damning of anyone to hell. There is only the soul’s free choice. God binds Godself by the choice made by God’s creatures. So, there is no judgment only the terrible drama of human choice. This is the belief that Michelangelo’s Last Judgment portrays.

I am not quite in agreement with this. Instead, I like another image better. I have shared this before, but like many things it bears repeating. It is from C.S. Lewis’ The Last Battle. There is a scene where a group of dwarves sit huddled together in a tight little knot with their eyes tightly shut thinking that they are in a pitch black, malodorous stable when the truth of it is that they are out in the midst of an endless grassy green countryside with the sun shining and blue sky overhead. The huge golden lion, Aslan himself (representing God), stands nearby with all the dwarves kneeling in a circle around his forepaws. When Aslan offers them food, they think it is garbage or animal viscera. When he offers them wine, they take it for ditch water. When he nuzzles them with his nose, they think they are being attacked, kicked and beaten. He offers them freedom from self-imprisonment, but they refuse the offer. They prefer darkness to light.
There is no Judgment Day unless you demand it. However, if you demand to stand before God, as judge, then God will permit it. But remember what the old adages states “He who argues his own case in court has a fool for a lawyer” because there is no case against you. There is no evidence against you. Jesus keeps on saying, “Why don’t you believe me? You judge yourself by taking your stand on the law’s demands rather than on my righteousness which is yours for the believing. I have lifted the curse of the law. All you need to do is simply trust my word that I do not in fact condemn. But if you insist on running from the light of that word (like the dwarves) into the darkness of your own guilt---if you will not come to me and let me transform your ugliness into my beauty, then I cannot help you. Or, better said, you cannot receive the help I have already delivered to you because you choose not to trust my assurance that you already have it. As long as you keep yourself out there in the dark, my freeing you might just as well never have happened. So, go right ahead. Argue your case.” 

There are a lot people today sitting in paradise who think they are in hell. Self-imprisonment is a drag. When are you going to let yourself out? And just as importantly when are you going to let others out? That is the Church’s problem. It is not enough for you personally to believe in hell, but darn it if you have to be there then so do others. Right? Misery loves company. How Christian is that?
So, there is no hell unless you want it. There is no judgment day unless you demand it. We are not required to clean up our act before we die, and we are certainly not required to submit proof that our act will stay clean henceforth and forever. We are only required to bring our ugliness out of the dark into the light and to let the absolving acceptance of Jesus shine upon it. Why you would not choose this is beyond me. 

One final story. On our way to the Sistine Chapel, we just happened to have arrived at St. Peter’s Square when the Pope was passing through. He was riding in his little car all enclosed in glass for all to see him. We were pretty close so I got a good look at him. His right hand was extended high blessing the people and in his left hand was bag of McDonald’s French fries. He knows the score. And now, so do you.
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