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The God of Small Things 

Several years ago when looking for something to read I stumbled across a book that turned 

out to be just about the worst book I’d ever read, certainly the worst book I’d ever finished, a 

book that I would never recommend to anyone despite it’s having won a number of prestigious 

literary awards.  I kept reading in the hope that it was going to get better and it never did.  The 

same author published a new book this past year, one that also got a lot of good press, but I 

wouldn’t read it even if you paid me, not after that first book. 

Still, as bad as the book itself turned out to be, it had a great title, and given the difficulty I’ve 

always had coming up with decent sermon titles, when I find a good one I tend to use it over and 

over again, as I have today.  The God of Small Things.  Actually, I think it makes an even better 

sermon title than it does the title of a book.  It works especially well for a sermon on our gospel 

lesson for today, the last of the three great parables in Matthew 25 that we’ve been looking at the 

past few weeks.  

Of the three, this parable is the most famous one, indeed, perhaps the most famous passage 

in the entire Gospel of Matthew, and there was a time a number of years ago when I had probably 

heard more sermons on this particular text than on any other Biblical passage.  It is the story, of 

course, of what we usually call the “Last Judgment,” when, at the end of time, the Son of Man 

shall return and, like a shepherd, separate the sheep from the goats, that is, the righteous from 

the unrighteous, the former destined for eternal life, the latter for eternal punishment.  But what’s 

interesting here, and the reason, I think, this story makes such an impression upon us, is not so 

much the fact of judgment itself as it is the grounds upon which that judgment here is rendered, 

because it catches everyone involved by surprise, both the righteous and the unrighteous, those 

grounds being both what was done and what was not done for those whom Jesus calls here “the 

least of these.” 

So who is Jesus talking about, these people he calls “the least of these?”  I think we naturally 

assume he’s referring to people of some lesser status, the kind of people who are often dismissed 

as of little importance, people who don’t really count or much matter in our world.  In today’s 

world, they might well be refugees, people who have fled their homes and have no place to go, 

at least no place to go where they are welcome, people that others would prefer just go away.   Or 

it might be members of a despised minority, such as the Rohinga people in Myanmar, whose 

suffering lately has been so much in the news.  Interestingly enough, though, this phrase, “the 

least of these” can also refer quite literally to children, and that could actually be whom Jesus is 

talking about here, for as we know, Jesus had a very soft spot in his heart for children and nothing 

made him madder than for people simply to dismiss children as of little or no importance, to treat 

them as if they didn’t really matter, as if they really were “the least of these.” 
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But whoever it was that Jesus had in mind when he said these words, I’d like to suggest today 

another way of thinking about what he’s said, and that is to think in terms not only of “the least” 

important people, but also “the least” important actions, the so-called “little things” we do (or 

not do) in life.   Because just as how we treat the least important people around us, the people 

that we tend to think don’t really matter, the people who really can’t do anything for us, reveals 

a great deal about who we really are, in much the same fashion, I think, how we do (or not do) 

the “little things” in life can also reveal a lot about who we are, who we really are. 

Why is that?  Because if you really want to know what people are like, I mean what they’re 

really like, don’t look at them when the spotlight is on, when they’re doing the big things that 

everyone considers important, the things that everyone cares about.  Everyone is on their best 

behavior then.  Instead, look at them when they’re doing the little things that no one thinks are 

important, things that for the most part no one even notices, the small things in life.  Not because 

the small things are really more important than the big things (they’re not), but because no one 

bothers to fake the small things.  In fact, very often, we hardly bother with the small things at all.  

Because they’re not worth our time. 

Why is that an issue here?  It’s an issue because there are two big problems when it comes to 

religion in actual practice, two things that tend to corrupt religious belief, and on occasion, even 

turn religion into something that is not just useless, but actually dangerous.   Both of these 

problems come into play with what the Bible calls justice, or righteousness, two terms that in 

scripture are pretty much synonymous, since both refer to the way things are supposed to be, the 

way God created them to be.  Now, of course, everyone is for justice; it is truly a universal value.  

We may, in fact, we clearly do have different ideas of what exactly justice is, of how things should 

be, but still, everyone is for some kind of justice.  And that’s the problem, because justice, however 

you think of it, is hard to achieve, and takes a long time.   Justice, real justice, is hard to achieve, 

for all kinds of reasons, and as result, very often we just settle for the appearance of justice, rather 

than its reality, the form, rather than the actual substance.   I certainly think that’s the case in our 

society where we go to great lengths, enormous lengths, to insure the appearance of justice.  We 

really lay on all the trappings of justice, without necessarily ever achieving the reality.  Not 

because we don’t care about justice, not at all, I think we care very much.  It’s just that achieving 

justice, real justice, is something that is so hard to do that it’s always tempting just to settle for the 

appearance of justice, for what merely looks like justice or righteousness.  That, of course, is what 

Jesus called hypocrisy, a word that’s used over and over again in the Gospel of Matthew, because 

it infuriated both Jesus and Matthew. 

But not only does justice, real justice, take hard work to achieve, work that we don’t 

necessarily want to do, it can also take a very long time.  Here, as in all things, human beings are 

not very patient, with the result that what may start out as a deep and genuine desire for justice 

can slowly but surely turn into something else, a kind of justice on the cheap.  You see, when we 

become impatient, what started out as justice can very easily turn into just plain old revenge, and 

the first victim of revenge is always justice.  Because what may begin as a concern for seeking the 

lost, and bringing back the strayed, and binding up the wounded, and strengthening the weak, 

can become—if we’re impatient—little more than a burning desire to settle old scores. 
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What ultimately matters with justice and righteousness is a willingness to work at it, to roll 

up your sleeves and work hard for justice, and to keep at it day after day after day.  It’s not a 

matter of the grand gesture or simply striking a dramatic blow, because that’s not what produces 

justice.  No, what produces justice is doing all the little things that make for justice, and doing 

them one after another, over and over again.  And if a whole lifetime of doing all the small things 

doesn’t achieve justice, real justice, that’s OK.  Because that doesn’t mean we’ve failed.  It just 

means there’s still work left to do. 

Of course, if you’re willing to settle for just the appearance of justice, if that’s enough for you, 

then you probably won’t bother much with the little things at all, because that’s the problem with 

small things.  They’re not big, and so don’t make much of an impression, much of a splash, grab 

the eye.  If you’re in a big hurry to achieve justice, then the small things won’t appeal to you 

either, because doing the small things just takes too long.  Which is why, I think, a lot of people 

simply don’t bother with the small things in life, the little things in daily life, those things, when 

all is said and done, are slowly but surely what really changes this world. 

Like most people I know who entered the ministry, I did so in the hope of changing the world.  

But back then I thought that meant doing something big and dramatic, something that would 

make a big splash, something that would be noticed and celebrated by all, a big deal.   Forty years 

later, I’d still like to change the world, but I know now that trying to do that doesn’t mean doing 

something big and dramatic, because that wouldn’t really change anything at all, since that 

illusion is the way of the world.  No, changing the world means doing the little things that the 

world hardly notices, and doing them day in and day out for as long as it takes, even if that means 

your whole life long.  The little things that probably almost no one is going to notice, no one, that 

is, but one.  Christ the King, the God of Small Things. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


