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The Reverend Diane Ramerman 
November 22, 2020 
Christ the King Sunday, Year A 
Matthew 25:31-46 
 
The Big Picture 
 
Big picture or little picture?  We live in a culture of information overload. So begins an 
article in yesterday’s Skagit Valley Herald. 
 
We can look up anything, and find mounds of information. Articles with links embedded 
take us to other articles. After clicking on a related link, few people return to the original 
article, and few actually read an entire article to its end! Sound familiar? Disjointed 
information. We miss the bigger picture – where do these ‘information snacks’ or little 
bites fit into the fuller context?   
 
Dale and I work jigsaw puzzles. Without the puzzle box cover – we would be unable to 
assemble the puzzle.  We need the big picture to put the pieces together.. 
 
Today, we are, for the most part, sheltering at home, and gathering on zoom. Our front 
line workers exist in the small bubble of their work. Our confined environments 
contribute to our focus on the little picture: the discouraging data, the unfolding events 
of a dysfunctional national government. The little picture focuses on the difficulties, the 
headlines. We feel hopeless and overwhelmed.   
 
Let’s shift our focus to the big picture. What is God’s perspective? How should our lives 
and events be interpreted in the context of God our Creator who loves us and cares for 
us?  
 
Consider the big picture message of this Sunday’s feast day, Christ the King, or The 
Reign of Christ.  
 
Christ the King Sunday was added to our liturgical calendar relatively recently – 1925.  
In establishing the feast day, Pope Pius XI urged the Church to focus on Jesus, to 
celebrate the big picture of Jesus as King, as the world emerged from “the Great War” 
and the pandemic of the Spanish flu. The times were discouraging. Hitler and Mussolini 
strode toward power: Mussolini dissolved the Italian Parliament and Hitler published 
Mein Kampf. The Klu Klux Klan had more than 5 million members and orchestrated a 
parade of estimated 40,000 persons in Washington D.C.and smaller parades, including 
one in Lynden Washington. John Scopes was arrested for teaching Darwin’s theory of 
evolution.  
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The parallels in our lives today are chilling – including arguments about the validity of 
science and public health, and the increase in White supremacist activities.  
 
Once again, we need a metaphor of hope, and to see the big picture. A vision to 
overcome our loss of trust in social institutions, self-indulgence of the rich, hopelessness 
on the part of the poor, unintegrated minorities.  Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, who died 
on Nov. 7 of this year, was a gifted teacher who championed religious liberty and 
tolerance.  In 2016, accepting the Temple award for his achievements, Rabbi Sacks 
said, (paraphrase) ‘ far too many modern people have ‘outsourced’  their moral choices 
to forces in the marketplace, plugging into fads and fantasies that fuel selfish desires. 
Economics drive ethics, not the other way around.   
 
‘Outsourced our moral choices’, indeed. We wait for someone to give us the solution 
rather than working it out for ourselves. Little picture people who load up on 
information snacks on the internet. We are unwilling to make sacrifices in the present 
for the sake of the future — witness the reluctance to give up our family holiday 
gatherings for the sake of the health of all.   
 
How is the big picture and God’s perspective revealed in our scripture today? 
 
The shepherd is an ancient metaphor for religious leadership, tied to the metaphor of 
monarchy –   of prince or king both responsible for the people and judge of their 
behavior. The prophet Ezekiel speaks to the Israelites in exile.  Thus says the Lord God, 
I will search for my sheep...I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been 
scattered...I will feed them with good pasture. I will seek the lost, bind up the injured, 
strengthen the weak.   
 
Canticle 16, the Song of Zechariah. Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel; he has come 
to his people and set them free. God brought the Israelites out of exile, and restored the 
kingdom as promised by the prophets of old. In the big picture, God keeps God’s 
promises, and will do so for the unending future. 
 
From the New testament, The Song of Mary, Canticle 15. Mary, pregnant and unmarried 
says God has done great things for me.  Mary’s hope and comfort come from knowing 
that God took a special interest in her people, that the God who loved them is her God 
and comforter. The big picture keeps Mary from being crippled by fear as she bravely 
sets out to visit her cousin Elizabeth.  
 
Today, living in a non-agrarian society, the shepherd is an image of nurture, tenderness.  
Our modern romanticizing of the shepherd misses the full breadth of the shepherd’s  
role.  
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Fierce protector: the shepherds fought to defend their flocks against predatory 
animals and human thievery. The shepherd of the 23rd Psalm was a comforting 
presence to the ancients because he was ‘armed to the teeth’, rod in one hand 
and a staff in the other.  

 
Judge: culling the flock.  I 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, I will save my 
flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged, and I will judge between sheep and 
sheep.  

 
The shepherd gets involved, sleeping with the sheep and getting dirty, carrying 
them to safety, providing food and shelter.  
 

We have witnessed the scattering of the vulnerable sheep, the poor, disabled, minorities 
and know it need not stay that way. Many leaders of our political economy have not 
tended to the flock but only to their own interests. Many are shepherds who have not 
cared for their sheep. Look at the big picture. Discard the little picture of our own 
comfort zone. 
 
The people in exile linked their God with the land from which they were expelled, they 
thought God was not with them. Ezekiel reassures them God, their shepherd prince, is 
with them in their exile, and will find them and re-gather them. Those responsible for 
past injustices will be culled from the flock; the remembrance of past injustices will 
encourage the flock to do justice in the future. 
 
We are experiencing a kind of exile.  Many feel marginalized in our own community, 
powerless as we watch our elected leaders engage in a turf fight over government and 
our future. In the big picture, though, we know that God has done great things for us 
and will continue to do so. In the difficulties we are going through, God is creating a new 
life for God’s people. 
 
We cry out, not in despair, but in confidence that God will hear us. I think of Baudelina 
Paz, the story of her family’s experience with COVID. God will hear us when we cry out. 
In the words of Psalm 100: the Lord himself is God; he himself has made us, and we are 
his; we are his people and the sheep of his pasture.  Psalm 95, the Venite, has almost 
identical words. 
 
Jesus expands the shepherd metaphor to include goats. The shepherd often cared for 
both sheep and goats. I wondered why – and happened to read a recent article in 
Biblical Archeology. Both sheep and goats were valued for their wool and milk: the 
sheep grazed the grasses, the goats the shrubs and bush.  The goats were hardier 
animals during times of disease, famine and drought, but sheep provided higher quality 
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milk and wool. The ratio of animals was purposeful to reduce the risk of losing the entire 
herd during a time of lack. The animals were not slaughtered frequently for meat (diet 
60% dairy), but the meat was eaten when the herd was culled to ensure the best use of 
the resource base. Scarcity in times of famine or drought also figured in – young males 
would be killed, so that they did not consume the milk that humans wanted to process 
for food, and  the females were kept because they would produce offspring and milk in 
the future. In the dark of night, the sheep and goats were separated, the sheep sheltered 
and the goats left to wander nearby.    
 
At the judgement of the nations (all nations), Jesus says, the people will be separated 
from one another as the shepherd separates the goats and the sheep. No metaphor is 
perfect, but think about this one. The sheep and the goats existed side by side, sharing 
the pasture land by day– there was surely some bullying and head butting, as described 
by Ezekiel, but all were under the care and protection of the shepherd. So I wonder, as 
night approached and sheep and goats were separated, were they surprised? Just as 
both the righteous and the accursed were surprised in Jesus’ story?   
 
The sheep to the right, into the protection of the close, the goats to the left. The 
criterion for separation was not about faith or those who believe and those who do not.  
The shepherd king separates those who care for others, and those who do not, those 
who serve those in need and those who do not.   
 
The moral challenge is put in front of us, and we are to choose our response. Just 
watching is not enough. There are no detached observers, no middle group. Sheep.  
Or goat.  
 
The big picture, God’s perspective, is social justice focused on our treatment of the least 
among us.   
 
Theologian Marcus Borg invites us to look even bigger than the Reign of Christ. He asks 
us to envision a world full of God.    
 
What does a world full of God look like?  
 
Imagine. Not a distant shepherd king but a living presence. And a kingdom filled with 
God. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


