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Introduction

On this final Sunday of the church year our gospel is Jesus’ great story of judgment. In the end,
the faithful are those who served Christ by ministering to those who are poor, hungry, naked,
sick, or estranged. In the first reading God is the shepherd who seeks the lost, weak, and
injured and feeds them with justice. We gather this day to celebrate the reign of Christ and his
victory over death, yet we await the consummation of all things yet to come. Acknowledging
Christ as our merciful ruler, we go forth that his reign may be known in our loving words and
deeds.

Prayer of the Day

O God of power and might, your Son shows us the way of service, and in him we inherit the
riches of your grace. Give us the wisdom to know what is right and the strength to serve the
world you have made, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns with you
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.

Amen.

First Reading: Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24
1Thus says the Lord Gob: | myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. *?As
shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so | will seek out
my sheep. | will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of
clouds and thick darkness. 31 will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the
countries, and will bring them into their own land; and | will feed them on the mountains of
Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. **l will feed them with
good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie
down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. *°|
myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and | will make them lie down, says the Lord Gob. °|
will seek the lost, and | will bring back the strayed, and | will bind up the injured, and | will
strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong | will destroy. | will feed them with justice.

20Therefore, thus says the Lord Gob to them: | myself will judge between the fat sheep and
the lean sheep. ?!Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak
animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 2?1 will save my flock, and they
shall no longer be ravaged; and | will judge between sheep and sheep.

23| will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall
feed them and be their shepherd. 2*And |, the LoRrD, will be their God, and my servant David
shall be prince among them; |, the LORD, have spoken.



Psalm 100
!Make a joyful noise to the Lorp, ! all you lands!
2Serve the LORD with gladness; come into God’s presence ! with a song.
3Know that the Lorp is God, our maker to whom | we belong;
we are God’s people and the sheep | of God’s pasture.
“Enter the gates of the LORD with thanksgiving and the | courts with praise;
give thanks and bless God’s | holy name.
>Good indeed is the LorD, whose steadfast love is | everlasting,
whose faithfulness endures from | age to age.

Second Reading: Ephesians 1:15-23

151 have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this
reason ¢l do not cease to give thanks for you as | remember you in my prayers. *’| pray that the
God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation
as you come to know him, 8so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know
what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance
among the saints, Yand what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe,
according to the working of his great power. 2°God put this power to work in Christ when he
raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, ?!far above all
rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in
this age but also in the age to come. 22And he has put all things under his feet and has made
him the head over all things for the church, 23which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all
in all.

Gospel: Matthew 25:31-46

[Jesus said to the disciples:] 31“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with
him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him,
and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the
goats, 23and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. 34Then the king will
say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the world; *>*for | was hungry and you gave me food, |
was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, | was a stranger and you welcomed me, 3|
was naked and you gave me clothing, | was sick and you took care of me, | was in prison and
you visited me.” 3’Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you
hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? *33And when was it that
we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 3°And when was it
that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ *°And the king will answer them, ‘Truly | tell
you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family you did it to
me.” *'Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; **for | was hungry and you gave me no food, |
was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, #3I was a stranger and you did not welcome me,



naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.” “Then they
also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or
sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ *Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just
as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.” *And these will go
away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”
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Prayers of Intercession
Let us turn our hearts to God, our breath and life, as we pray for the church, the world, and all
who are in need.

A brief silence.

Holy God, from Christ we receive our call to feed, clothe, and welcome. Direct your church to
respond to this call with faithfulness and generous love. We pray for the work of ELCA World
Hunger and partnerships with global feeding ministries. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

In Christ, the rock of our salvation, we are brought into union with all of creation. With
mountains, seas, dry lands, and animals of the field, we seek your guidance and protection.
Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

In Christ we know merciful judgment. Guide rulers of every nation in ways of humble leadership
and wise decision-making. Allow aid to come to all who are underserved and care to any who
are neglected. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

In Christ we feel the depth of your love and care toward us. Nourish all who hunger, connect
any who are isolated, and surround all who experience rejection or abuse. We pray for those
who suffer. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

In Christ we are made the people of his pasture. Inspire the outreach and social ministries of
this congregation. We pray for all people who serve and attend to the needs of others. Hear us,
O God. Your mercy is great.

Holy God, in Christ we are welcomed home. We praise you for the faithful witness of those who
have served you and extended your welcome and love to us. Unite us with them as one body of
Christ. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

We offer our spoken prayers and those held in our hearts trusting in your mercy; through Jesus
Christ our Savior and Lord.

Amen.



A reflection for this 26" Sunday after Pentecost
We Embody the Presence of Christ

It is possible that the biggest barrier to accepting this as our lifelong vocation is not
a lack of faith but a lack of imagination.

On this final Sunday of the liturgical year, we receive a parable from Jesus
challenging and inspiring our imaginations to grasp our whole vocation that is
celebrated in baptism: to embody Christ in every moment and to engage every part
of our world as Christ’s redeemed creation.

The parable of the sheep and the goats has sometimes been used to instill fear of
God’s judgment. However, it is possible that Jesus’ point here is to urge his
disciples to share God’s generous saving grace with all. Jesus’ parables consistently
offer a simple setting and story, but behind them lie a world of rich meaning that
takes a lifetime to unpack. For this reason, Jesus’ parables are important texts for
the postmodern church, which is hungry for story, for connection, and for meaning
for our faithful lifelong questions.

With shepherding texts from Ezekiel and the Psalms as well as Ephesians, an epistle
written to build faith, we have a constellation of texts that make the shape of God’s
intimate—even incarnational—love of creation. The parable even suggests that
being merely intentional about ministry in the name of Jesus is not the point. After
all, both “sheep” and “goats” groups are equally shocked at the news that Jesus
was present in those relationships involving thirst, imprisonment, and so forth.
Instead, Jesus seems to invite us to wonder what’s at the deepest foundation of our
presence and purpose—and perhaps even walk away faithfully bewildered at the
possibilities of God’s kingdom being practiced on earth as it is in heaven.

What if we really do embody the presence of Christ?
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