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Reading: The Last Judgment, or the Sheep and the Goats – Matthew 25:31-46
 31 "When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his glorious throne. 32 All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 

    34 "Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.' 

    37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 

    40 "The King will reply, 'Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.' 

    41 "Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.' 

    44 "They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?' 

    45 "He will reply, 'Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.' 

    46 "Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life." 
Association Sunday:  We are observing Association Sunday today.  This is different from the Annual Program Fund and Friends of the UUA; those help pay for the operating budget of the UUA.  Association Sunday is also separate from your annual pledge and gifts to support this congregation and its work.  

Association Sundays are a request by our UU Association to recognize and support, both in spirit and financially, the national priorities of the Association.  The funds raised at this year’s Association Sunday will support the UUA’s National Awareness Campaign, including the Time magazine ad for UUism; congregational growth grants; and the Diversity of Ministry Team supporting  ministers of color and the congregations that call them.  These are special projects that require additional funding.  


Our Association of UU independent congregations is a cooperative venture.  The Association supports individual churches and districts, and they support the Association.  For example, I hope you heard Association President Bill Sinkford on Walt’s radio show yesterday.  The Association also provides information and promotional materials about UUism, the process for credentialing and calling ministers, preparation of our new hymnal supplements, and religious education curricula, among other things.  The Association strengthens this UU Church of Surprise and its connections to other UU churches, and we need to return some of that strength.  This is a good opportunity to grow our faith in a dramatic and meaningful way.  You will find envelopes in your orders of service.  Checks should be made out to the UUA or you may enclose cash in the envelope.  Please give as generously as you can to strengthen our liberal religious voice and its influence in the world.  Thank you.

Responsive Reading:  # 464 – “And Then” by Judy Chicago

And then all that has divided us will merge


And then compassion will be wedded to power

And then softness will come to a world that is harsh and unkind


And then both men and women will be gentle

And then both women and men will be strong


And then no person will be subject to another’s will

And then all will be rich and free and varied


And then the greed of some will give way to the needs of many

And then all will share equally in the Earth’s abundance


And then all will care for the sick and the weak and the old

And then all will nourish the young


And then all will cherish life’s creatures

And then all will live in harmony with each other and the Earth


And then everywhere will be called Eden once again
“Life for the Rest of Us”

A Sermon by the Rev. Terry Sims

Unitarian Universalist Church, Surprise, Arizona

February 17, 2008

It had been about 20 years since I had seen Ralph Haynie.  He had been my step-sister Patti’s boyfriend and a very good pole vaulter in high school and college.  Ralph called Patti, saying he and his son Robbie were coming to Phoenix.  Robbie was a sophomore in high school and he was going to pole vault in a regional track meet being held in Phoenix.  He wondered if all of us would like to get together.  As it happened, Patti’s son, my nephew David, was also a pole vaulter and was going to the same meet.  So all of us met on Saturday morning at Phoenix College where the meet was taking place.

Now my nephew David worked hard at trying to pole vault, but he didn’t have a lot of natural talent in that area.  He was also younger, smaller, and shyer than most of the other vaulters.  That was especially true in comparison to Robbie, whom none of us had met before that Saturday.  Robbie was tall for his age, strong, handsome, self-assured, charismatic.  He dwarfed David in size, presence, and social skills.  Robbie was also an exceptionally good pole vaulter.  He passed at the lower heights where my nephew David and some of the other vaulters started.  David took his three allowed attempts at a low height, but never cleared it.  So he was quickly eliminated from the competition.  While he and the others were vaulting at this low height, their coaches and supporters watched, but without much enthusiasm or encouragement.

Later, Robbie, clearly the best vaulter in the meet, started jumping.  He sailed over his warm-up height by about two feet, and the small crowd, including me, began to get excited.  Robbie’s dad Ralph, his coach, and several of the other coaches, gathered around Robbie, giving advice and encouragement.  Robbie finally cleared 15 feet or so, after he had been the only vaulter jumping for some time.  He won the meet easily.  The other boys’ coaches and families crowded around him, enthusiastic about his performance, congratulating him.  But as I looked around, I saw David and some of the other vaulters putting away their poles, taking off their spikes.  No one was crowding around them.  No one was congratulating them or giving them encouragement, at least not then.  Even while they had been vaulting, their coaches seemed more or less resigned.  Their coaches knew to a near certainty that they would not jump very well or clear any impressive heights.  But everyone seemed intent on coaching and encouraging Robbie, the star, the one who seemed to need it the least.

We so like a winner, don’t we?  It’s hard not to be drawn to and seek out excellence in every sphere of life.  We make celebrities of the rich and famous; the most beautiful people, the most accomplished, the smartest.  So much in our world seems based on being the best, or trying to be the best, at something.  We adulate sports heroes: the Super Bowl champion, the winner of the World Series, the Olympic gold medalist.  We fawn slavishly over supermodels and our favorite movie stars, often those we find most physically attractive.  Lots of us (I include myself) will watch the Academy Awards again this year to see which movie will win “Best Picture,” who will be awarded the title of “Best Actress,” and “Best Actor.”  We hold spelling bees to find the best speller.  We award blue ribbons at county fairs for the best pie, preserves, or livestock.  Among the “bests” listed in the Guinness World Records are the person with the longest fingernails, the fastest time to pluck a turkey, and the oldest person.  By the way, according to Guinness that is 114-year old American Edna Parker in Shelbyville, Indiana.  But this week there was a report of a 120-year-old Arab woman living in Israel.  
Well, sure, you may be thinking.  But that’s all superficial stuff; attractiveness, sports, entertainment, longevity that we can’t control completely.  What about true achievement?  Not just gifts, but genius, and people devoting their lives to the best world we can possibly have.  Isn’t that the reason for churches, the reason this church exists?  We appear to be consumed by looking for the best in every area of life, substantial as well as superficial.  The Nobel prizes make a competition out of extraordinary human accomplishments in various fields, including the person or organization who has contributed most to peace.

And is there anything wrong with that?  Isn’t holding up the best we’re capable of what produces excellence in human achievement?  Why shouldn’t we strive for the best in ourselves and our world?  Doesn’t the best in something or someone else give us joy, inspire us?  I don’t know anyone who wants a mediocre surgeon.  We don’t seek out a so-so play or movie, or really want to hear just an average musical performance.  Most teachers I’ve talked to want to teach the best and brightest students, those in “gifted” classes.  According to philosopher Mortimer J. Adler, six great ideas have inspired human progress.  These great ideas include beauty, goodness, truth, justice.  Why would we not want the best in all these?

I remember hearing about the idea of eugenics as a kid, long before I knew anything about the history of that movement.  According to a program on PBS, “the term ‘eugenics’ comes from the Greek roots for “good” and “generation” or “origin.”  It was first used in about 1883 to refer to the science of heredity and good breeding.  As a young person, I thought it sounded like a great idea.  Eugenics was based on the scientific work of Gregor Mendel, who had cross-bred pea plants to produce taller, more disease-resistant plants and control their color.  I thought to myself, “What could be better than applying genetic science to eliminate inherited diseases and birth defects in people?  And along the way we could also produce the best humans, strong rather than weak, beautiful rather than ugly, smart instead of stupid.”  

Lots of people apparently shared that view at one time.  According to the PBS program, “One path of genetic research branched off into the shadows of social theory.  In the first quarter of the twentieth century [that path] became immensely popular as eugenics.  It was presented as a mathematical science that could be used to predict the traits and behaviors of humans.  [I]n a perfect world, eugenics could control human breeding so that people with the best genes would reproduce and thus improve the species.  It was an optimistic school of thought with a profound faith in the powers of Science.”  What could possibly go wrong? 

“Even in its day, many people saw that eugenics was a dubious discipline, riddled with inconsistencies.  But it was championed by a very prominent and respected biologist, Charles Davenport, and its conclusions told many people what they wanted to hear: that certain "racial stock" was superior to others in such traits as intelligence, hard work, cleanliness, and so on. In this view of human behavior, the work of Sigmund Freud was disregarded . . . .” 
“Local eugenics societies and groups sprang up around the United States after World War I, with names like the “Race Betterment Foundation.”  The [First World W]ar had given many Americans a greater fear of foreigners, and immigration to the United States was still increasing.  In 1923, organizers founded the American Eugenics Society, and it quickly grew to 29 chapters around the country.  At fairs and exhibitions, eugenicists spread the word and hosted "fitter family" and "better baby" competitions.  Blue ribbons [were awarded] to the finest human stock -- not unlike the awards for prize bull and biggest pumpkin. Not only did eugenicists promote better breeding, they wanted to prevent poor breeding or the risk of it.  That meant keeping people with undesirable traits in their heritage (including alcoholism, pauperism, or epilepsy) separate from others or, where law allowed, preventing them from reproducing.”  Mentally ill people were sometimes sterilized.

“These vocal groups advocated laws to attain their aims, and in 1924, the Immigration Act was passed by majorities in the U.S. House and Senate.  [That Act] set up strict quotas limiting immigrants from countries believed by eugenicists to have ‘inferior’ stock, particularly Southern Europe and Asia.  President Coolidge, who signed the bill into law, had stated when he was vice president, ‘America should be kept American. . . . Biological laws show that Nordics deteriorate when mixed with other races.’"

“After World War I, few scientists joined the ranks of the eugenicists.  As the weight of the scientific community shifted toward behaviorism and true genetics, popular opinion followed.  John Watson's articles about childrearing and self-improvement popularized behaviorism still further. The eugenics craze was already fading [when World War II began.]”  

“[The movement died completely] when the horrors of institutionalized eugenics in Nazi Germany [became known.]”  Hitler tried to purify the “Aryan” race by isolating and then killing Jews, gays, and Gypsies.  “Among the humans Nazis identified as ‘life unworthy of life’ were the criminal, degenerate, dissident, feeble-minded, homosexual, idle, insane, religious, and weak.”  Such sub-humans were fit only to be “eliminat[ed] from the chain of heredity.”  Incidentally, the Nazis based their eugenics program on the United States' programs of forced sterilization. 

About a decade ago I saw a fascinating movie called “Gattaca.”  The title came from the first letters of the four nucleotides that make up DNA, G,A,T,C.  In the movie, set well into the future, almost all parents go to geneticists to select genes from each parent that will create the best children.  They are able to filter out undesirable traits.  Parents who wanted a pianist genetically engineered their son to be born with six fingers on each hand.  The protagonist of the movie is Vincent.  His parents have him naturally, without genetic help.  Thus, he is seen as genetically inferior.  He is not considered qualified for anything but a menial job.  But his younger brother is born with the help of the geneticist, and is his parents’ pride and joy. 
Last week I read an article on Yahoo News.  It read:  “British scientists say they have created human embryos containing DNA from two women and a man.  Researchers hope the procedure [] might be used one day to produce embryos free of inherited diseases . . . like muscular dystrophy, epilepsy, strokes, and mental retardation. . . .  Though the preliminary research has raised concerns about the possibility of genetically modified babies, the scientists say that the embryos are still only primarily the product of one man and one woman.  ‘We are not trying to alter genes, we're just trying to swap a small proportion of the bad ones for some good ones,’ said Patrick Chinnery.  Chinnery is a professor of neurogenetics at Newcastle University involved in the research. . . . The research is being funded by the Muscular Dystrophy Campaign, a British charity. . . . Most of the genes that make you who you are are inside the nucleus [of the fertilized egg]," Chinnery said. ‘We're not going anywhere near that.’  Chinnery hoped that after further experiments in the next few years the process might be available to parents undergoing in-vitro fertilization.”  But he also said, “I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing it in patients now for a number of reasons.” “There are a number of scientific, legal and ethical issues—we’ve got to engage in a debate to ensure that society feels this is the right thing for us to do.”
So where do we go wrong in what seems a harmless, natural tendency, even a worthy, religious goal: wanting the best in our world and in ourselves?  First, people are not objects.  We should be very careful not to compare people as we do books, cars, or food.  Comparison of human characteristics like attractiveness and talent, or even comparison of human achievements, is fraught with danger; the danger that we will treat each other as objects.  Unitarian Universalists are committed to treating every person as an end in herself or himself, not as a means to something else.  We believe we should treat each person as inherently worthy, not judge who is best among us.

UU’s are hardly the first to come up with that idea.  One of the stories that stuck with me from my early Christian training was the disciples arguing about which of them was the best.  The writer of the Gospel of Mark tells the story this way:  “They came to Capernaum, and when Jesus was in the house he asked them, ‘What were you arguing about on the road?’  They said nothing because they had been arguing which of them was the greatest.  So he sat down, called the Twelve to him and said, “If anyone wants to be first, he must make himself last of all and servant of all.”  Humility was apparently not a characteristic in which the Disciples excelled.

This theme of the first being last is repeated in several places in the Bible.  In the Beatitudes, tradition says Jesus taught the crowd first, “Blessed are the poor in spirit; for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  The writer of Matthew makes it clear that Jesus is addressing not just the poor in worldly possessions, but also those who are also poor in spirit because of society’s oppression of them.  It is the destitute and the oppressed, not the privileged or best in the world’s eyes, that Jesus chooses first for salvation.  Jesus identifies with children, with the lowly.  He, too, was despised by society and the powerful of that era.  

The Bible tells us that Jesus didn’t spend much time with the successful, the rich, the physically beautiful, the powerful.  What time he did spend with them was to challenge them to do better, to care about the poor and the poor in spirit, the sick, the oppressed, and the despised.  

I was glancing at some religious books in a bookstore recently.  The titles of some of the books were along these lines:  “God Wants You To Be Rich!”; “God’s Plan for Your Happiness”; “The Successful Christian Businessman.”  I wonder where is the message of Jesus, the message of blessings for the poor in spirit, the obligation to care about those who are suffering.

Remember our reading from Matthew this morning about Jesus at the Last Judgment?  “For I was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you made me welcome; naked and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, in prison and you came to see me.  Then the virtuous will say to him . . . ‘When did we see you?’ “When you did this to one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did it to me.”

What is the religious message in that story?  What about the least attractive, the least talented?  What about those who aren’t as smart, or accomplished, or personable among us?  What is the admonition about life for the rest of us, to those of us who have been lucky?  I don’t think religion requires us to reduce our humanity, but to enlarge it.  We don’t have to give up doing what comes naturally to us, like appreciating and working for what seems best.  But we also don’t get to discard the least, especially when it comes to people.  Those who need help most have a legitimate claim on our religious spirits.  We don’t get to spend all of our time pursuing the best for ourselves while ignoring the needs of others, those who have so little and have no chance at getting or being the best.  We don’t need help with what comes naturally, like being drawn to what is best.  Religion reminds us to do what perhaps does not come so naturally.

And the message of salvation, of hope?  We are all “the rest of us.”  No matter how rich or powerful, talented or attractive, successful or happy we are, we all know what it feels like not to be the best at something.  So we all need to take care of everyone else, and they need to take care of us.  Everyone wants and works for the best, and no one gets discarded, left behind, or left out.  The religious view sees that as the best world, a world that is possible.  That’s the world I want to live in, the one I want to work for.  Amen.

BENEDICTION:   May we keep striving for the best in life for the rest of us, knowing we are all the rest of us.  May we feel deeply our connections to those who are poor and poor in spirit, and take care of each other.  Amen.

