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“In as Much…” 
 
 When I asked Jenny if there was a text that was meaningful to her that we could read on this special occasion in this special service before her retiring, she came up with the passage we read from the gospel today. Also known as the “In as much…” passages:   “In as much as you did to the least of these, you did to me”.   For Jenny this text has travelled with her as a key text to what for her, is the essence of the gospel.   In a youth camp, many years ago, she heard this text with new ears, and saw with new eyes the faith she was brought up with. It was the discovery of the call of Christ going deeper than habit or sense of duty. It was there that the text really spoke to her for the first time and she heard the voice of Jesus in it, laying claim to her heart and mind. And from then on this text has guided her, becoming something like a life’s program, providing her with a ground of being in the world that has guided and inspired her over the years.  Over the last six years, we have been fortunate to have been on the receiving end of that call, that life program, that theme singing through everything Jenny Preston is and does. To give food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty, to welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, to care for the sick and visit those who find themselves imprisoned. Be, always, on the look out for opportunities to meet people where they are and give them whatever it is they may need.   Right next to her in this has been John, following very much that same call, serving, supporting, caring, and seeing how he could help outreach and ministry take shape.   Together they have been living out this gospel message among us in many and varied ways in the last six years, and before they came to us in other places and with other people.   And today the day has come for them, and us, to let go, for retirement, for a new and different phase of life. Does that mean that the program is finished now? Completed? After retiring once, only to end up in another place where ministry was needed, will they now go home and from tomorrow morning on be different people? People that will rest on their laurels, feeling they’ve done enough and that it is now time to smell the roses and be free of this imperative for care that has ruled their lives?   Well, I for one hope there will be plenty of smelling of roses and freedom after today, for both Jenny and John, because I think they deserve it. But, knowing a little bit about call, and about life programs I would be surprised if there wasn’t some stranger, some hungry or thirsty person, someone sick or in need of clothes that they may notice on the side of the road and stop to see what they can do. In fact I know that tomorrow morning they will be working very hard to support someone who hasn’t got anyone else to care for them and needs their support badly. Their program doesn’t end with us, nor does it end today.   By now, this life program is so deeply engrained in their very being, that it will be impossible for them to get out of it, even if they wanted to.   



 

 

And, reflecting on the text, I wonder if that’s what that awkward bit about the sheep and the goats is about, those words about some people ending up in the eternal fires of hell and others finding themselves with Jesus, feeding and caring, supporting and healing.   I wonder if these words are about the development of life programs, about the growing of us as people into what God calls us to be, into doing the things God has given us skill and ability for, faithfully trying to open ourselves up, to hear and see in what way we are called to know Jesus and make Jesus known in the world through faith and service.   I don’t think, and others with me, that what Jesus is talking about in this passage is punishment. That it is a threat that we will be punished if we do not look after others, do not feed the hungry or care for the sick and needy, and ignore God’s call in Christ to adopt that program for our lives.   I believe it is simply what happens. A consequence of turning away. Something that happens when we let ourselves become absorbed in other things and other ways of life than the one God has called us to. What happens when that program of care, wholeness and healing, of love and compassion, is cut of, ignored and overridden by other concerns. When we choose to follow a different road.  As people we have a choice, a choice to follow one path or another, to go left or right, to do one thing, or another, to focus one way, or another. We are asked to make those choices not once, but time and time again, choosing also what we will let ourselves be guided by when we make those choices, what we make our priorities, and where we put our time, our energy, our money, and whatever gifts we may have as we conduct our lives.   Building, over time, a theme, a pattern, to our lives, developing it into what can be recognised as a program in the long run.  A program that we may ease in naturally, deepening and growing more and more consistent over time, to become so engrained that we barely realise we are living it. Or it may be something we come to later. It may be that we become aware of the need for change midstream because we realise that what we are doing it is not working, or worthy, of what God has called us to be. Some of us will need time to find whatever it is that makes us tick, and some can even become entrapped in programs that they have taken on or that have been thrust upon them, but aren’t a good fit, and find their true calling, their true program, independent of what tradition or upbringing has put on them.   What this text talks about is that it pays, whatever your program is, to align it with God’s program of love, compassion, care, justice and healing  when you make your choices. That it pays to follow the general direction of Jesus journey in life, not because there is a wrathful punishing God waiting to inflict some terrible torture on you after you die, but because life programs where love and compassion, care, justice and healing are not the guiding principles and priorities will eventually consume you, burn you, and cut you of from what brings goodness, joy, fulfilment and wholeness to our lives.    In the scriptures Eternal life is not so much a time or a place to enter into after death, but it is much more a state to grow into in life as we live it, here and now. And so is hell and damnation.  Eternal life, as it is pictured in the scriptures, is a life that is at one with itself, at peace, without fear. A life that knows how to be generous, loving and caring. A life that heals and is healing, growing into the image of Jesus more and more every day.  Eternal life in the scriptures is where our program lines up with God’s and everything falls into place because we chose to put ourselves into life as God wants it for us and for the world. A life that creates justice, and peace, and wholeness and gives generously of itself.   Hell on the other hand is where we become so self absorbed and cut of that we lose the connection to the other. Where our priorities are guided by ego centricity and our own benefit, we become consumed by fear to lose out, obsessed by illusions of control, and so full of ourselves that only our needs, our well being and 



 

 

our security count. That’s hell. The place where there is no room for connection, to God or to another. The place where helping and being there for others is informed by what it might have to offer us and weighed, at every turn, against our own present and or future interests. That’s hell. A life lived in constant fear of missing out, instead of letting our lives be guided by the gospel of generous faith and trust in God’s provision.   Today we farewell two people who have lived that gospel program faithfully and with integrity in our midst. With the words of the text we read this morning written on their hearts and finding their way into their words and deeds at every turn. Still learning, still practicing, still developing as they went.   As a Church Community we will be called to continue doing that when they are gone to find other places and other people to practice that call. Like Jenny and John all of us are called to let our life programs be written with the gospel front and centre, practicing to serve others and bring healing and wholeness where we can, because we can. Because we can make a choice to go one way rather than another.   And when we fall? Or fail? Then we pick ourselves up, shake of the dust and move on, knowing ourselves loved and forgiven because we have tried, because we have turned, and keep turning towards Christ and his program for us. Amen.      


