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Everybody in this chapel has either studied from and/or taught from many, many textbooks over 
the years. If you’re anything like me, you’re particularly fond of the kind that has the summary, 
which reviews all the most important points, at the end of the chapter. That summary has, more 
than once, allowed me to get by when I didn’t quite have time to read the whole chapter. I got the 
gist of it. 
 
Our gospel today is kind of like that end-of-chapter summary. All fall the lectionary has been giving 
us Matthew’s parables about the kingdom of God. Since the beginning of September six times 
we’ve been told “The Kingdom of God is like . . . “; it’s been compared to a servant who is 
forgiven a debt but doesn’t follow the master’s example,  or vineyard workers hired at different 
times of the day, or tenants who mistreat and kill the vineyard owner’s emissaries, or a wedding 
banquet to which some don’t come and others are kicked out for not having the right clothes, or 
another wedding with wise and foolish virgins attending the bridegroom, or servants entrusted with 
different numbers of talents. It’s as if Jesus is saying, “OK, in case you weren’t sure what I was 
talking about with all the stories, let me make it crystal clear.” Here’s the central point, the main 
idea. 
 
He really wants the disciples – and us – to get it. In Matthew’s gospel this passage immediately 
precedes the passion. To go back to the school and textbook metaphor, this gospel is the last 
review before the final exam of the Passiontide. Listen up: you’ll need to know this for the test. 
 
To strain the metaphor just a little further, I thought about what this gospel prompts me to put on 
my review sheet. There are two columns: one labeled “We’re all in this together” and the other, 
“What we do counts.” 
 
If you went for a walk or rode in a car or watched TV last spring, at the beginning of the pandemic, 
you probably saw the message “We’re all in this together” regularly. (I still see a few of these signs, 
but the election, which tried to convince us of a very different message, supplanted most of them.) 
Today’s scriptures make that point every bit as effectively as a yard sign. Though sometimes we are 
entrusted with the responsibilities of a shepherd, most of the time we are sheep. We are always part 
of a flock, whether that’s community or church or citizenry or humanity. Paul reminds us that we 
will someday rise from the dead because Jesus is the “first fruits.” Though his sacrifice was first and 
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best, all of ours are wrapped up in his, “holy and acceptable to God.” Faith and life are corporate 
endeavors, and the quickest way to the wrong path is to forget that. 
 
This is especially affecting to remember on this Sunday, when our chapel should be full of family, 
friends, and benefactors, here for the celebration of the Donors’ Mass and Breakfast. One more 
occasion to mark, one more day that feels so different from what “it’s supposed to be.” But even 
without everybody here, we can remember how bound up our lives are with our donors and 
friends: through their financial support on which we rely, certainly, but also through prayer and 
history and commitment to mission. As the gospel illuminates, we live into our salvation together:  
in the presence of, and with the help of, each other. 
 
And then there is the other column: What we do counts. Jesus doesn’t leave a lot of wiggle room. 
It’s about way more than being nice to those who are nice to us. There’s nothing wrong with that – 
in fact it’s incumbent upon us, too – but we are reminded here that we need to seek out whoever is 
on the margin of the flocks we find ourselves in. Probably the best explanation of the preferential 
option for the poor I ever heard was in an ecclesiology class I took a long time ago. The professor 
likened the preferential option to coming into a room where his two sons were fighting. Without 
question he loved them both with all his heart and soul, but if the big brother was beating up on 
the little brother, of course he was going to stand with the little one. First the oppression must be 
stopped; then reconciliation can be mediated, and peace restored. It’s on us to watch for little 
brothers and sisters getting beaten up – and then doing what we can to make it stop. Not because 
God is some imposing judge sitting in a high-up throne, tracking our every move – but because 
God loves us like that professor/dad and is always rooting for us to be our best selves and follow 
our best impulses. God has trusted us with each other. 
 
In its explication of today’s gospel, the Oxford Biblical Commentary quotes Anthony the Great. 
“Virtue is not far from us, nor is it without ourselves, but it is in us, and is easy to do if only we are 
willing.” I have never read that before, and frankly it sounds a little optimistic for a desert father. 
Remember how Benedict says that the novice should be “eager for trials?” But no matter.  Life can 
be a test – certainly this year has felt like one – and being willing to meet it, knowing that it’s not 
just about me and that we are responsible for each other, seems like the right answer. God make us 
willing. Amen.  


