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And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, 

 and the books were opened.  And another book was opened, the Book of Life.   
And the dead were judged . . . 

(Revelation 20:12a) 
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We come this morning to the fourth in my Lenten sermon series, Masterpieces, inspired by some 
of Michelangelo’s greatest hits. The first sermon I called The Creation, directing your eyes 
upward to the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, the iconic image known as The Creation of Adam 
which, along with Da Vinci’s The Last Supper, is one of the two most replicated works of sacred 
art in Christian history. The ceiling was dedicated on All Saint’s Eve, October 31, 1512. I 
focused your attention on what I called “The Gap,” that small space between the extended index 
fingers of God and Adam, not quite touching. We found in that gap a closeness to the Creator, an 
explanation for the innate human awareness that we were not made for this world alone.  
 
That slender Gap, though, quickly became a great Gulf. Michelangelo did not omit that sad 
element of the human story when he painted the Sistine Chapel ceiling.  On the one of the nine 
panels he depicted Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden after their sin. So, now that the 
Gap has become a Gulf, we begin to look for a bridge so that we might cross over that chasm 
safely rather than plummet into a frightening abyss.  
 
Well then, what shall be our bridge? Might the giving of the Law do the trick? Were we to be 
obedient to the Law, might that keep us safe and bring us back into a close relationship with 
God? That’s the question we asked in the second message, as we moved from Adam to Moses, 
viewing Michelangelo’s Moses the Lawgiver, today in Rome’s Church of St. Peter in Chains. 
Moses the Lawgiver was completed in 1515, three years after the Sistine Chapel, and is the 
greatest of Michelangelo’s works for the tomb on Pope Julius II. I titled that sermon, The Curse.  
Why?  Because Moses found that the Law could not bridge that Gulf, but only widen it. Coming 
down from Mt. Sinai with the tablets of the Law, the people had already fallen into sin.  No 
wonder Paul says to the Galatians, as he gives up on the Law and looks for a different bridge, 
“Christ has redeemed us from the Curse of the Law, having been made a curse for us, as it is 
written, Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree.”  
 
Having moved from The Creation to The Curse, last Sunday’s message I titled, The Captives. I 
offered you one of the four Michelangelo works which are non-finito, meaning, Unfinished.  
These are known in the art world as The Prisoners and are now on display at the Accademia 
Gallery in Florence, Italy, Michelangelo’s hometown. I can’t wait to be there in the summer of 



2020, and look forward to sharing that journey with some of you. Michelangelo may have 
intentionally left them unfinished, human form obviously taking shape, yet still captured in the 
matrix of stone, not fully released its nature as a block of marble. This is just as we are, as 
Christians, what we are becoming in Christ is taking shape, but we are not fully released from 
our sin nature. We are obviously Unfinished, which is why we sang Charles Wesley’s words, 
“Finish then thy new creation, pure and spotless let us be.”  That is a great hope, indeed, but for 
now, we are captive to our sin nature, as Paul said in his struggle to be free from himself, “O 
wretched man that I am, who will deliver me from this body of death?” 
 
Thus far we have come in this series. The Creation. The Curse. The Captive. And today, The 
Cataclysm.  Aren’t “C”  words wonderful!  I usually don’t strive for alliteration, but as these 
sermons have developed, I confess I couldn’t resist myself, with yet one more to go after my 
return from Israel.  
 
Let’s look closely now at Michelangelo’s Masterpiece known as The Last Judgment.  The artist 
would return to the Sistine Chapel as an older man with a commission to paint, not the ceiling, 
which he had completed as a young man, but the western wall, 66 feet high and 33 feet wide. He 
would spend five years painting the Last Judgment (1536 – 1541). This apocalyptic masterpiece 
was unveiled to the world on All Saints Eve, October 31, 1541, 29 years to the day after the 
ceiling had been unveiled. The artist was no longer a youthful 37, but was now 66 years old. 
 
Despite three decades passing between the ceiling and the altar wall, it is as if the master plan 
had been laid out in Michelangelo’s mind before he ever began. If on the ceiling Michelangelo 
told the story of Beginnings from Genesis, the wall would tell the story of the end of time from 
Revelation. In the Sistine Chapel, Michelangelo had taken us from Genesis to Revelation, the 
Last Judgment portrayed in a vast panorama, the ultimate fate of the universe whose birth he had 
rendered so powerfully on the ceiling.  
 
His work on this Masterpiece began in April 1535, the chapel’s serenity disturbed once again by 
the clang of hammers as workers erected scaffolding, followed by plasterers sending up thick 
clouds of dust that caught in the throats and settled on the silken vestments of dignitaries 
assembling for daily mass. It would be a full year, April 1536, before Michelangelo began to 
paint, beginning in the top right hand corner and working his way down the immense surface of 
2,000 square feet, painting in alternating bands.   
 
What he produced is a work of intentionally disorienting effect, the Apocalypse being the 
moment all familiar landmarks are swept away so that even the laws of physics no longer apply. 
Cataclysm! For five years he worked at a remarkable pace for an artist now in his 60s. While his 
health and energy were no longer what they had been, his ambition was no less titanic than at the 
beginning of his career. The one major interruption was in the summer of 1541, near the end, 
when he injured his leg in a fall from the scaffolding. Art critics point to the lesser quality of the 
lower left hand corner of the wall to attest to the only place where he was aided by his loyal but 
less talented assistants. 
 
Michelangelo portrayed the Cataclysm of judgment as a moment when complexity with its order 
collapses and the universe is reduced to a simple formula of Either/Or. One is saved or lost 



forever with no longer any in-betweenness awaiting redemption. The wall distills all of human 
history into a single moment at the Last Day of which Jesus spoke, saying, “Of that day and hour 
no one knows, not the angels of heaven nor the Son, but the Father only.”   
 
To pause for an announcement – We’ve advertised that my mid-week series this Spring will shift 
from Tuesdays to Thursdays, beginning on April 28.  We’ll spend four weeks on Eschatology, 
the End Times, from a Mainline perspective. We’ve had fantastic responses, and I hope you’ll 
mark that date and join us as we open up, not just religious predictions of the end but scientific 
and political pronouncements. Fact is, we are crystal ball gazers by nature, such is our human 
proclivity to, in so many ways, wear a sandwich board on the street corner announcing that “The 
End Is Near.”  
 
Advertisement over.  Now, back to Michelangelo.  On this altar wall, gone are the pastel hues -- 
the lavender and turquoise, mint and pale yellow – that had imparted a shimmering delicacy to 
the cosmic drama on the ceiling. The limpid morning light of creation is now replaced by sunset 
hues, as if shafts of light from a dying sun were struggling to provide their last illumination upon 
human history.  
 
The ceiling is didactic, orderly, a narrative laid out 3 by 3 by 3. Michelangelo could have divided 
the wall into similar didactic sequences and tiers but chose not to do so, instead offering a single 
flash, a burst, a singularity of vision.   
 
Creation unfolds in time, and the ceiling reveals that unfolding. The Last Judgment compresses 
all of that unfolding into a singularity, full to bursting as if the painting is ready to spill out into 
our space, rushing in toward the viewer as if invading our space. There’s a “coming right at you” 
feel to this Masterpiece of Michelangelo. Look at the Creation of Adam on the ceiling and you 
are content to stand back and reflect on who you are as a human person. What does it mean that I 
am human, created in the image of God? We feel ourselves drawn into Adam, into that Gap, that 
closeness with God. We feel as if we can recover the Paradise which was Lost. Look at the wall, 
though, and you seek not your own entering into it, but rather its rush toward you. All is leaning 
toward you. Michelangelo’s Masterpiece envisions a moment when we are no longer grounded, 
Space and Time have ceased to exist.   
 
Hope and fear, though, remain, exponentially so. Decorum is cast overboard as souls struggle 
like victims of a shipwreck, clawing desperately for a place in the lifeboat. This is the moment 
when mercy no longer tempers justice, and forgiveness retreats in the face of divine rage. Here is 
the moment of the harvest when the Lamb has become the Lion.  
 
Understandable it is that the church speaks so little of this time spoken of in the Bible by Jesus. 
It’s so much easier to ignore ssuch passages, Old and New Testaments. Understandable, indeed, 
but in the expulsion of this biblical element from our preaching, are we missing a key element in 
our message? Do we look at those once masters of the pulpit like Jonathan Edwards and his 
famous sermon, Sinners in the Hand of an Angry God, and think ourselves fortunate to have 
progressed beyond such primitive thinking?  
 



Does even my slight suggestion of a lack in modern preaching throw our supposedly ordered 
minds into a Cataclysm of Confusion? If so, know that this is the effect for which I am aiming, 
and that which Michelangelo aims for with his Masterpiece, straying from convention by not 
arranging an orderly Last Day scene with the sheep and the goats in tiers, choosing instead to 
cram it all into a vast whirlpool of space as clamorous and cataclysmic as the trumpet blast that 
awakes the dead. Jesus says in his Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24-25).  “As the lightning comes 
from the east and flashes as far as the west, so shall the coming of the Son of Man be . . . they 
will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. And he will 
send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds. 
Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.”  
 
On All Saints Eve 1541, assembled dignitaries gathered in the Sistine Chapel for a first glimpse 
of the new Masterpiece. Pope Paul III is said to have fallen on his knees when he surveyed the 
altar wall, just above the altar the angel’s cheeks puffed with the blowing of the trumpet and the 
books opened to record accurately our deeds, and prayed, “Lord, do not charge me with my sins 
when you come on the day of judgment.” 
 
I wanted our reading, just as does the wall, to straddle the lost and the saved. To this end, our 
reading straddled Revelation 20 (the Cataclysmic Judgment) and Revelation 21 (the calm of the 
New Heaven and New Earth).  
 
Jesus offers the same contrast of Judgment/Redemption in Matthew 13’s Parable of the Wheat 
and Tares. It is a harvest scene, gathering in the wheat and burning the tares. This connection of 
harvest with judgment is the reason our final hymn will be a hymn of the harvest. You perhaps 
wondered as you opened your bulletins, why are we singing a Thanksgiving song in March, in 
Lent? It doesn’t seem right to sing this song unless it’s November!  But look closely and you’ll 
see that this great hymn by Henry Alford is actually about the final harvest, the harvest of souls.   
While the first stanza places us squarely in the fall harvest and is perfect for Thanksgiving, in the 
rest of the hymn Alford brings us to a different harvest: 
 

All the world is God's own field, Fruit as praise to God we yield; 
Wheat and tares together sown, Are to joy or sorrow grown; 

First the blade and then the ear, Then the full corn shall appear; 
Lord of harvest, grant that we, Wholesome grain and pure may be. 

 
For the Lord our God shall come, And shall take the harvest home; 

From the field shall in that day, All offenses purge away, 
Giving angels charge at last, In the fire the tares to cast; 

But the fruitful ears to store, In the garner evermore. 
 

Even so, Lord, quickly come, Bring thy final harvest home! 
Gather thou thy people in, Free from sorrow, free from sin, 

There, forever purified, In thy presence to abide; 
Come, with all thine angels, come; Raise the glorious harvest home! 

 
Even so, Lord Jesus, come quickly! 



 

 


