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We typically fail to notice an important feature in Matthew’s dramatic judgment scene of the 
separation of the sheep from the goats… in our heightened individualistic approach to faith and 
spirituality, it is easy to overlook Matthew’s description of the opening scene, “When the Son of 
Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all 
the nations will be assembled before him, and he will separate them- that is, the nations- one 
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.” The scene is called the 
“judgment of nations”. 

This past week, perhaps, that has dawned on us. The great outcry, the treks to the border by the 
influential, the persistence of the media, the leaking of pictures and audio files of the heart-
rending cries of children separated from their parents has provoked a reaction- a reaction that 
we as Americans, we as a people and as a nation, do not want to be identified with cruelty, do 
not want to be identified as a nation that locks up children, that loses vulnerable children in a 
broken system, that allows children to be warehoused and penned in like livestock behind chain-
linked fences. Even a president who has trained his ears to only hear a certain portion of the 
population could not be shielded from the outcries. 

As we have at so many moments in our history, we have stood up as a people to say “enough” of 
this. Very often it has taken far too long to get to the point of this choral outcry: it took a war to 
end the cruelty and separation of children and families that went unquestioned with the 
institution of slavery; it took a massive movement with its share of martyrs to overturn legally 
protected racism – churches burned, lynchings, state-sponsored violence against African-
Americans who stood up and spoke out; the country was bitterly divided over the war-time 
atrocities in Vietnam and only recently did we reject torture as a way to treat those captured in 
war. The litany of examples could go on much longer, and we must also recognize that there are 
those at work trying to reverse so much of this hard earned progress and stifle those voices once 
again. 

On the one hand, we should acknowledge gratefully that the outcry of the nation was swift, if 
not unanimous. The age of instant communication worked well to place egregious injustice in 
front of us unrelentingly and provoked a reaction. But…. The “zero tolerance” approach to 
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immigration enforcement is only the latest step in a system that has been broken for decades.  
Despite our nation’s need for immigrant labor- it could fairly be called an addiction- we do not 
have the political will to protect the immigrants’ human rights, to provide protection in the 
workplace, to provide a pathway to legal residency, to allow the people who are picking our 
produce, building our businesses and homes, caring for our children, tending our yards, 
processing our poultry, and doing the difficult work that many Americans will not do and do not 
envision their children doing- we don’t allow these decent and hardworking people to participate 
in society. They live in fear of deportation, in fear of raids, in the fear that going to work on any 
given day they might be rounded-up and their kids may come home to any empty house with no 
knowledge of where their parents were taken—as happened in two large-scale raids in northern 
Ohio in the same week when our attention was focused on the southern border. 

Even the young who had no say about being brought to this country, who have only known this 
country as their homeland, who speak only English, who attend our schools, who work, and who 
strive for a share in the American dream – who have taken the risk of registering with the 
government trusting in the promise that they would be protected – now live in fear because we 
do not have the political will to do what 75% of the country supports, and protect the dreamers 
– who know the original American dream much better than many of us, the grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren of yesterday’s immigrants. 

Now we must say as a nation that the incarceration of families is still the incarceration of children.  
We must say that there is a way to protect our borders from criminals – but it won’t be found if 
we spend all of our time and resources prosecuting thousands of families escaping violence in 
their homelands. We must say that we too were once aliens in a foreign land and so we will heed 
the biblical admonition to “love the alien as yourself.”  I wonder if those verses, found throughout 
the Old Testament, are in Jeff Sessions’ Bible! 

I am glad that we proclaimed the positive portion of the Judgment of Nations text, because we 
are committing ourselves to see Jesus in the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, 
the prisoner, the brown and the black. And we are here to affirm the presence of Jesus in the 
outcast and exploited whose humanity has been disrespected and whose rights have been 
trampled. But we also need to listen very carefully to the voice of Jesus who says: 

 “When I picked and prepared your food, you watched me be handcuffed and loaded into 
a van.  

 “When I grew the plants you will use in your yard, you allowed me to be detained far from 
where I lived and worked. 
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 “When I served you at table, you didn’t know that I went home in fear that I might be 
stopped along the way or that my spouse won’t come home at all. 

 “When I ran away from an abusive spouse, or protected my kids from gangs on our street, 
you turned me away from your border. 

 “When I was five years old and separated from my parents, you accused me of being MS-
13 or an actor. 

 “When I sat next to you in class, you said ‘go back where you came from’ and insulted my 
accent, my skin color, my way of being. 

 “When I was a child and woke up crying for my mom, you didn’t comfort me, much less 
help me find her. 

 “When I came to do the work you advertised, you categorized me with rapists and drug 
dealers. 

 “When I tried to call my precious child, you connected me to a bureaucracy with no 
answers. 

 

The Son of Man, coming in glory and surrounded by angels, is seated upon his glorious throne — 
but that throne is a thin mattress in a tent surrounded by chain link fence. 

 


