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Over this past summer, I’m guessing, due to our governments slashing and 

eliminating social help agencies and policies supporting refugees, the poor, the 

homeless, the disenfranchised – we have had an increase in the number of people 

coming to the church building, or calling the church seeking help – mostly in the 

form of money.   I need money to get to California.  I need money to purchase 

medicine for my sick nine year old.  I need money to buy food for my family.  I 

need money for warmer clothes – for a place to stay – 

It’s hard to know when to help and when to pass these folks on to someone else 

who may or may not be able to help.  It’s hard to know who is legitimate in their 

need and who is trying to pull a quick scam.  It’s hard to know why none of them 

want to be referred to CAER or Open Doors for Youth or Mn. Immigration or any 

other agency that supposedly could offer the help needed.   “I don’t want to go to 

a shelter – either give me the money I’m asking for or don’t – but I’m not going to 

a shelter.”    “I just need money – I’ve already talked to everyone else who might 

help – I just need $70 to buy gas.”    

Today, this last Sunday in November, the last Sunday of our Christian year, is 

called the Celebration of Christ the King.  There are other days on the church 

calendar when we celebrate Christ the baby, Christ the teacher, Christ the healer, 

Christ the friend – but today it is Christ the King – or perhaps is might be more 

descriptive to call it Christ the judge day.   Christ the judge who knows us like 

Santa Clause – he sees us when whatever we are doing – when we are paying 

attention and when we are not.  And today – that Christ is separating us into two 

groups – sheep and goats.    

This is not a Sunday when I’m going to spend any time debating the merits of 

sheep over goats – I’m not.  Personally I love both sheep and goats – and I’m 

guessing those folks in Matthew’s day might have also – but it is also true that 

sheep were more valuable than goats but really that’s even a moot point.    



This story comes from Mathew who doesn’t really care what images he uses – just 

two to set in juxtaposition – wheat and weeds, good seed and bad seed; wise 

maidens and foolish maidens.  Matthew uses all of those – and he is very intent 

on making his point – that relationship with God is not a matter of believing or 

having faith but is a matter of action of doing faith.   And that those who miss this 

point do not have a  promising future. 

Matthew is kind of a pain.  I’ve never found that life is quite that clear cut.  Life is 

not black and white – and I cannot ever quite sort into two distinct piles they way 

he does.   And so I try to sneak all the ambiguity and shades of gray and not quite 

this or that into the mix – and  then I’m confronted with examples left and right.  

The refugee family that showed up in the Toyota corolla looking for money to get 

to California.     After a long conversation – and trying to get them other help – 

with no, no, no, I gave them a 100 dollar bill and a promise to return tomorrow to 

pick up some bags of clothes that Maggie would put together for their baby and 

toddler.   They never showed up.   Two weeks later, we received a phone call.  

They had made it most of the way and needed more money.   Gigi took the call.  

We sighed!  And wired them an additional 100 dollars.   Several weeks later, we 

received another call and said no more money – and sent the addresses and 

contact information for UCC Churches near them in California that might help.   

Here in Elk River, the homeless and needy may not be quite so visible.   And yet, I 

know that on any given day, there may be several panhandlers or carloads of 

families at the local Walmart, looking for money for groceries and other 

necessities.  I know that homeless youth regularly show up at the doors of Open 

Doors for Youth seeking help.  I know that calls come in regularly to the church of 

folks seeking help of one sort or another.  I know that sometimes, someone 

seeking help shows up on a Sunday morning before or after worship.  

What is the right thing to do?    

Matthew would have known exactly the right thing to do – which annoys me a 

little.   He is so sure about what is right and what is wrong – who is blessed and 

who is cursed.  



Matthew can give us the idea that if we just create a plan – we can get on the 

blessed side.   If I can help one hungry person.  Give clothes for one naked person.  

Send a letter – or buy some crocheted items or greeting cards from Jerry Miller –

to care for one person in prison.   Visit one sick person.   Greet one stranger.   

Check, check, check.    

But as often happens when we try to make a rule out gospel – there is far more to 

it than that.    Read the story carefully.   Both the groups – the ones that did and 

the ones that didn’t – were baffled by Jesus – “When did we see you hungry or 

thirsty or naked or sick or in prison?”   And the ones that had fed and clothed and 

visited were as baffled and the one that had not.   “When did we see you Jesus 

needing that kind of help?”   If we had, we certainly would have helped.   

When did we see one of our own needing help?   One of our neighbor, neighbors 

– not our stranger neighbors?     

The biggest surprise of all seems to be that Jesus seemed to know everything – 

seemed to know what is in the hearts of everyone – and what is being done by 

everyone.    Whenever you did it to the least of these – the least – the least 

panhandlers, the inmates, the druggies, the drunks, the will work for food, the 

harried moms with scads of crying, snotty nosed babies in the grocery story line 

coming up short of food stamps, the end of her rope homeless woman who really 

doesn’t want any of the kind of help you can give but wants something you don’t 

think you can give.   

How do you know who to help?   You can’t help everyone – you say – I say.  I can’t 

– I don’t think I can anyway.  So how do I know.   

One thing if for sure.  It isn’t like a grocery list or a scavenger hunt – checking off 

one of each.    

The only way to tell if they are really Jesus – is to look them in the eye – hear 

them with Jesus ears, to risk that moment of recognition that may break your 

heart or change your mind or make you mad, or make you change your life.   



Whatever effect is has on you – sheep know and goats have always looked the 

other way – to look, to see, to hear, the feel, to seek Christ in the last, the lost, 

the least.    With Matthew – it is all or nothing.  I think we need to just start.  And I 

think  that moment of recognition is a good place to start.  The food the drink the 

welcome the visit all those things will follow in time.  They are necessary.  They 

are not optional.  But they are just money thrust from the window of a car.   

Charity is no substitute for kinship.  We are not called to be anything but family – 

relatives of one another.  We are called into relationship – even when that 

relationship is most unlikely, momentary or sad – or even frustrating. We are 

called to recognize Christ in each other - in any other.   

Sometimes it is true, when your eyes meet, all you will see reflected is your own 

helplessness – your own leap to judgment – your own inability to know what is 

right.  And sometimes you see everything you have and everything you are in a 

glaring, start new light – and you know it is to be shared as best you can share it.   

Sometimes you see so much gratitude you can’t help but tear up.  Sometimes you 

see a wily cleverness that makes you mad – but you still can’t help but admire 

such tenacity even when you are the target of its need.  

Sheep and goats?   They all live together most of the time.  In Matthew they both 

speak in unison “When did we see you?” they say and I remember that I am part 

of a community – and that sometime I can do things alone and sometimes I can’t.  

And there are things we can do together – like providing sanctuary for someone 

chased by ICE and providing a room or bicycle for a youth needing a place – or 

providing funds and volunteer hours at CAER to feed hundreds of hungry families 

of all kinds.  I count on your courage – your generosity – your commitment – 

when my fails – and I hope you count on mine – when yours fails.   We are 

community – a community of faith – and we can talk about what to do and why 

and how we each feel about it.  We can hold each other us and each other 

accountable.  WE can calm each other down.  WE can widen our embrace and our 

knowledge.  We can do this because we are one flock – sheep and goats and cows 

and pigs and chickens and more – all together tended by one Good Shepherd who 

tends far more than just sheep.   


