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When Was It? 
 
Many of you know that I work with the youth and young people here at Stone. I 
realized that youth ministry work has been a part of my life pretty continuously for 
20 years now, either as a youth advisor, director or minister. I love it so much and I 
still love it. Teenagers change so fast between middle school and high school, and I 
get to be a part of seeing that growth and transformation … and about 99 percent of 
the time, they’re nice to me and talk to me. Parents of teenagers, I know they’re not 
as nice to you as they are to me, so I’m sorry for that. I hope my kids have adults 
they are kind to when they’re teens too. Anyway, like most ministry or service 
related jobs, you rarely to never get to know if you had a meaningful impact on their 
lives. I mean, you hope you do, but it’s rare to hear that directly from a young 
person. 
 
In one of the first churches I worked as a youth director, I was in college and had a 
ton of energy and ideas I wanted to try out. It was a small church and thus a small 
youth group, and we met every single week…and the kids were great and at least 
humored me by doing what I asked them to do … except for one. Sam. Sam was the 
kid who came and you could just tell he hated it. He was clearly forced to be there by 
his parents and would literally walk in, sit and put his head down and would 
sometimes mumble a response as I tried to include him and ignore the fact that he 
was totally ignoring me. I won’t lie, it was rough. I was pretty discouraged because 
he was essentially like this the whole time I served there. But darned if I didn’t try 
every single week to still say hello in my most cheerful voice and try to include him 
in everything I tried. 
 
When it came time for me to leave that place, some of the other leaders helped put 
together a goodbye gathering for me with the youth. I got a nice big card with lots of 
sweet messages of gratitude written all over it. What I didn’t expect was as I was 
gathering everything up, I found an envelope placed inside the big card after 
everyone had said goodbye. I opened it and it was a handwritten letter from? Yep, 
Sam. And what I read I will never forget – he basically acknowledged and apologized 
for never engaging in youth group. He said sorry for ignoring me most youth nights 
and admitted that at first he really didn’t want to be there. But then he wrote, “But I 
want to say, thank you for showing up every week and trying to make me feel 
welcome and include me. I know I didn’t show it, but it meant a lot.” 
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You all, if he hadn’t written me that little letter, I would have NEVER for a second 
thought my presence or actions meant anything to him at all. And I usually share 
that story with my youth leaders as a reminder of two things: 1. We should always 
try and engage, seek to understand, and love those that show up all the time and do 
everything we ask and those that totally ignore us-just keep trying … and 2. Even if 
we do not feel like we make any kind of difference, by simply showing up and being 
who we are, by extending welcome, we do. And that most of the time we will never 
officially know it. 
 
Because I’m pretty sure that since that time and with the youth I have worked with 
over the last two decades that my presence mattered to them in some way, but I’ve 
never since received a letter that was that explicit. 
 
I share this story with you this morning because in our gospel reading today from 
Matthew, what struck me the most this time, was that both the sheep and the goats, 
have NO idea the impact they had in their lifetimes. Had it not been for that note 
from Sam, I would have never known that what I did in that time mattered to him, 
and to be honest probably would’ve forgotten about Sam all together long ago. But 
in this scripture, on this “judgment” day, both the sheep and the goats are surprised 
by where they stand and the declaration placed upon them… and neither of them 
consciously knew when they had extended the grace, mercy and hospitality to 
Christ. “When was it?” they both ask. 
 
I think this surprises me so much because if you grew up going to church, at some 
point, I’m guessing for a majority of us, we were taught that there were explicit ways 
to behave, act, or not act…you know, to be considered good Christians who were 
going to heaven. There was a set list of rules to abide by. Lutheran pastor and writer 
Nadia Bolz-Weber refers to it as the sheep-behavior management program, which 
meant that you were to dress a certain way, vote a certain way, talk a certain way 
and avoid certain things like swearing, drinking, dancing, gambling, and above all 
else, sexual impurity. What she also says is all the fun stuff. ☺  
 
So I want to ask you this morning, how many of you like me heard that list growing 
up associated with how to be a “good” Christian? (raise hand), aka, followers of the 
sheep-behavior management program. I know I’m not the only one. 
 
Interestingly, none of those requirements talked about giving food and drink to 
someone who needs it or welcoming the stranger or giving clothes or visiting the 
sick and those in prison … and yet this is the criteria Jesus explicitly names.  
 
But when I read this again, neither the sheep nor the goats know that they have 
done or not done the right thing … so even if they had followed some kind of list on 
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how to be good, in the end, they did not realize what they had been doing and how 
they had done that for God in Christ. Both ask, I’m sure very honestly, “When was 
it?” When did I welcome and feed you, Jesus? When did I not do those things? 
 
And Jesus answers very explicitly, it was when you did it for the least of these … it 
was when you did not do it for the least of these.  
 
Friends, I don’t know about you, but that makes me nervous … 
 
It’s not the criteria that makes me nervous. I like the explicit instructions. Jesus is 
clear. So even if we did not grow up hearing those guidelines, we are hearing them 
now. What makes me nervous is again, that neither the sheep nor the goats knew 
when they were doing it and when they were not. So, if I wanted to cross those 
things off my to-do list (because I love crossing things off my to-do lists), basically I 
won’t always know it. I cannot boast about doing those things-instead, I just have to 
keep showing up, keep trying, keep engaging, continue learning and extending 
welcome, even if I will never know what kind of impact it has. 
 
And so friends, perhaps that’s the message and the challenge for us this morning. I 
do not think this passage is really about trying to be a sheep or trying not to be a 
goat and categorizing ourselves or others into these groups. That’s not our task. In 
fact, we do not need to care who the sheep or the goats are and instead what we 
need to focus on is just living out our faith. It’s about the relationships we develop-
grounded in love, compassion, and justice. Our end goal is not to “get into heaven” 
but to transform our world here and now. Because according to this lesson, we are 
not going to know who stands on the right or left anyway. But we do know that 
Christ tells us where to find him. 
 
This is the passage that the lectionary provides for this Christ the King or Reign of 
Christ Sunday. Historically, this liturgical day is a more recent addition. Pope Pius XI 
instituted it in 1925 in the hope that a world ravaged by World War I could turn to 
Jesus as king as an alternative to empire, nationalism, consumerism and secularism. 
There are lots of verses and passages in scripture that could be used to describe 
Jesus as holding power or dazzling bright or raising someone from the dead. But in 
this text, Jesus’ royalty or kingship is not one we imagine associated with power. It’s 
homeless Jesus. Sick Jesus. Imprisoned Jesus. Naked Jesus. Hungry Jesus. 
 
Theologian Debie Thomas writes, “He is the God who empties himself of all 
privilege, the God who perpetually pours himself out and surrenders his own life for 
his loved ones…” that’s where we find him. 
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And so, knowing this, how then do we live out our faith? How do we continue to 
develop relationships grounded in love, compassion, and justice? How do we know 
if we are doing for Christ as we do for the least of these? 
 
Church, I want to offer up that perhaps today the work begins or rather, continues 
first from within.  
 
Because I think for most of us, especially those in privileged positions and lives, the 
least of these are the ones we must almost train ourselves to notice, to pay attention 
to regularly. It’s easier to notice and help those who fit our criteria of goodness and 
deservedness. The kid who always shows up and participates and does everything I 
ask them to do? Yeah, I love that kid too. I would do anything for that kid. But it’s so 
much harder to remain engaged with the ones that walk in and put their head on the 
table and mumble responses and look at you like they hate being there. They’re the 
ones we reach out to and think we cannot be making any of kind of difference, but 
they’re also the ones that we cannot give up on. Both of those kids hold the holy and 
sacred image of God. And Jesus is telling us that today, it’s the one you do not think 
deserves your attention, your mercy and goodness. And so friends, let us ask 
ourselves, who among us is crying out for justice that historically did not have 
power or voice? What are they saying to us? And are we really listening? Are we 
centering their cries or are we centering our own to fit what we think is needed? 
Who do we pay attention to, and why? Why not?  
 
The truth is, caring for the least of these will feel like we are not caring for 
everyone…I’ve shared this quote before but I think it bears repeating again, that 
When you're accustomed to privilege, equality feels like oppression. When you’re 
accustomed to privilege, equality feels like oppression. So if we are following this 
call of Christ, for many of us, we will probably feel uncomfortable and off balance. 
It’s not going to feel natural. And yet, Jesus tells us this is where he is found. 

Again, Nadia Bolz-Weber writes, “See, the ones in the story who fed the hungry and 
clothed the poor and welcomed the stranger did not do these things in order to 
inherit the kingdom…there were totally surprised when Jesus said that when they 
did this to the least of these they did it to him. Because, righteousness was not a 
motive, it was a result.” 

And so friends, my invitation to you is not to get caught up in trying to ensure you’re 
a sheep and not a goat. Instead, do the inner work you need to do this week, asking 
yourself the hard questions, framing yourself and your compassion for those Jesus 
names here. Can you grow that compassion? Can you practice showing up, trying to 
engage, even if it does not feel like you’re getting results?  
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One day, all of us will ask, “Jesus, when was it?” 
 
And friends, until that final day, we may never know. But keep showing up, keep 
learning and growing and let us journey together to care for the sick, feed the 
hungry, visit the prisoner, clothe the naked and welcome the stranger. And may the 
God in Christ that shows up in the most vulnerable among us… may this Christ reign. 
Amen. 
 
 


