
            

Feast of Christ the King 
Cycle A, 11.22.20 

Ezekiel 34:11-12,15-17/1 Corinthians  
15:20-26,28; Matthew 25:31-46 

NAUGHTY OR NICE –  
WON’T WE BE SURPRISED! 

 The Christmas tree lots opened this 
weekend, signaling the start of holiday frenzy, 
otherwise known as the Christmas Season. A 
couple years ago I saw someone wearing a T-
shirt with a message that made us laugh out 
loud: Dear Santa, Define ‘Naughty.’ Now, 
here was somebody hoping to hedge his bets 
and wanting to make sure that the giver of 
gifts, good ol’ St. Nick, who’s making a list and 
checking it twice, doesn’t have something to 
accuse him of. His T-shirt message indicates 
that he’s probably stretching the meaning of 
“nice,” and minimizing the possibility that 
there’s anything naughty that might render 
him a bad judgment.  

 
 If so, he’s not far from the attitude of 
the “goats” in the gospel. When Jesus 
suggests that they’re headed for a fiery 
inferno for their lack of response to the 
needy, they act all surprised. They’re like: 
Master, what are you talking about? When 
did we ever see you hungry or thirsty or 
homeless or shivering or sick or in prison and 
didn’t help? We could simply revise the T-
shirt: Dear Jesus, Define ‘Naughty.’ In the 
gospel of Matthew for this Feast of Christ the 
King Jesus does just that. He gives us a new 
definition, not of something trite, like being 
naughty, but something profoundly serious – 

so serious that, if we don’t get it right, we 
may be surprised to find ourselves outside 
the reach of the glorious destiny that God has 
promised for those who love and serve him. 
There are times, however, when knowing the 
right thing to do doesn’t come easily. I 
recently read a story that I think illustrates 
the challenge we often face knowing what it 
means to do the right thing and make the 
choice that reflects the example of Christ in 
the Gospel. 
 Attorney Kenneth Feinberg served as 
special master of the Federal September 11 
Victim Compensation Fund. He was charged 
with dispensing money to the families of each 
person who died in the 9/11 terror attacks. It 
was, to say the least, a daunting job. Feinberg 
began administering the funds using a 
formula based on legal precedent that 
considered the individual victim's age, 
dependents, financial assets - and earning 
potential. The value assigned to those lost 
lives varied dramatically: as little as $250,000 
for blue-collar workers to as much as $7 
million for CEOs. The process had a dramatic 
effect on Feinberg himself. He found his 
personal convictions coming into conflict with 
the law. The attorney wrote about his 
dilemma: 

 
 The law required that I give more 
money to the stockbroker, the bond trader 
and the banker than to the waiter, the 
policeman, the fireman, and the soldier at the 
Pentagon. This is what happens every day in 
courtrooms throughout the nation. Our 
system of justice has always been based on 



           2 

this idea: that compensation should be 
directly related to the financial circumstances 
of each victim. "But as I met with the 9/11 
families and wrestled with the issues 
surrounding the valuation of lives lost, I began 
to question this basic premise. Trained in the 
law, I had always accepted that no two lives 
were worth the same in financial terms. But 
now I found the law in conflict with my 
growing belief in the quality of all life. He told 
about the heart-wrenching stories of the 
people he encountered: "'Mr. Feinberg, one 
woman pleaded, my husband was a fireman 
and died a hero at the World Trade Center. 
Why are you giving me less money than the 
banker who represented Enron? Why are you 
demeaning the memory of my husband?'" 

 
 Attorney Feinberg realized that his 
response was unconvincing. He was 
following the law, just as juries did every 
day. But grieving families couldn't hear it - 
and, Feinberg said, "I didn't believe it 
myself." Two years later, Kenneth Feinberg 
was asked again to design and administer a 
compensation program: a privately-funded 
compensation system established for the 
families and victims of the Virginia Tech 
shootings. This time citizen Feinberg 
trumped lawyer Feinberg: All victims - 
students and faculty - received the same 
compensation. "I have resolved my personal 
conflict and have learned a valuable lesson 
at the same time," Feingberg says. "I believe 
that public compensation should avoid 
financial distinctions which only fuel the 
hurt and grief of the survivors. I believe that 
all lives should be treated the same."  

 The true value of every human life is 
the light of the divine that each one of us 
possesses; our worth is found in the love of 
God that our lives reveal to the world. 
Before God, we stand as brothers and 
sisters; before God, the distinctions of class 
and culture that separate us disappear; 
before God, we are all loved without 
condition and limit. Attorney Feingold, in 
the difficult role of administering the two 
compensation funds, realized that a legal 
standard can’t measure a person's true 
"worth," that a life well-lived and faithful 
has little to do with assets and earning 
potential. Jesus' parable of the sheep and 
the goats challenges us to see the world in 
the light of God's compassion:   
• as a community that is centered in the 
holiness of God that dwells within every 
man, woman and child;  
• a community that sees deeper than the 
externals of race, nationality, culture, 
politics and language in order to behold the 
love of God animating the lives of all who 
draw breath;  
• a community that reflects the compassion 
and mercy of God in our care for one 
another. We need a new T-shirt that says:  

Dear Jesus: Define LOVE… 
and help us to live it each day! 

John Kasper, OSFS 


