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Someone noted this week that if we’ve truly been doing what the gospel commands, we should 

not have to ask the question, “Lord, when was it we saw you in need?” We would know.1 

 

A number of years ago I was in a Wendy’s in the city when I noticed a man going through the 

trash can in the restaurant. He was unkempt, and his clothes looked like they hadn’t been near a 

washing machine for some time. He was foraging in the trash for whatever remained of burgers, 

fries, or anything else that people had thrown away but that could still be eaten. I could have 

done one of two things: given him my own meal (which I had not yet touched) or stood in line 

with him to buy him a lunch of his choosing. But I did neither of those things. I ate my lunch, and 

went on with my day. I had reasons – I was with other people, the place was crowded, we were 

hungry, in a hurry – but I had no excuse. I don’t think about that day all that often but when I do 

I am ashamed because the truth is, I was a goat that day! “Lord, when was it that I saw you…?” 

The worst part, the most shameful part, is that I knew I was supposed to see Jesus in this person 

– I didn’t have to ask - yet I ignored what I knew. I was a real goat. 

 

Today is the last Sunday after Pentecost, and it marks the ending not just of this longest season 

of the church year, but of the church year itself. The 1928 prayer book called it “The Sunday 

next before Advent” – some of you may remember that; it has a nice Anglican ring to it - but in 

the last century it became known as the feast of Christ the King (originally in the Roman church 

by papal decree but later spreading into other traditions). This decree came in response to the rise 

of fascism in Europe, a reminder to Christians to put their faith in Christ, in divine rule, and not 

in human monarchs, emperors, or the state, even as some churches met the rise of Hitler and 

Mussolini with deafening silence. In this century it has become known as Reign of Christ 

Sunday, because Christ’s divine rule will not look like the earthly governments we know.  

It won’t be based on material wealth or military might or the supremacy of one particular group 

or faction over all others. The reign of Christ will be rooted in love, compassion, and justice, 

especially for those whose lives lack those things now. As Jesus has reminded his followers 

many times, his kingdom is not of this world. 

 

So it’s no wonder that the gospel read this morning makes a point of reminding us to look for 

this divine Ruler not among the powerful and politically influential, but instead in the lost, the 

last, the least, keeping company with prisoners and the poor, the naked and the needy, the sick, 

the starving, the stranger. He won’t die a glorious death as a hero in battle, but as a common low-

class criminal in the humiliation of the cross.  

 

We acknowledge this other-worldly politic in the last two of the five promises that make up our 

Episcopal baptismal covenant. The fourth is this: “Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, 

loving your neighbor as yourself.” And the fifth is like unto it: “Will you strive for justice and 

peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being?” These promises are 

challenging because we tend to lump people into categories, classes, and groups, rather than 

seeing individuals, each created in the image of God, each bearing the likeness of Christ.  

                                                           
1 Karoline Lewis, “Dear Working Preacher”, http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=5003 



 

There’s a man who stops by the church office from time to time. He lives in the western U.S. but 

has reason to come through Chicago frequently. He’s on disability and suffers depression and 

anger issues; when he isn’t on his meds things can sometimes get dicey. His income is limited – 

too much month at the end of the money – and thanks to your generosity, I help him out when I 

can. Sometimes he phones me from Montana just to talk. He’s been coming around St. Giles a 

long time; longer than I’ve been here, which means this man has a relationship with our parish, 

even though he’s not known to most of the congregation. And while financial need is usually 

what brings him here, what I think he really wants and needs is for his dignity to be respected, 

because he doesn’t get a lot of that. He wants to know that someone will look at him and see the 

face of Christ.  

“Lord, when was it that we saw you…?” 

 

The gospels these last few weeks have given us harsh parables of end times and last judgments: 

bridesmaids kept out of the wedding feast, their only crime not planning ahead for enough oil; a 

poor servant, terrified of his master and fearful of losing the one talent he’s been given on a bad 

investment, who ends up in the outer darkness, wailing and gnashing his teeth. And now today, 

all the goats who are sent to eternal punishment because they looked at, or looked past, someone 

in need, failing to see Jesus. Their “sins” seem more like shortcomings. But these parables all 

have something to teach us: about not taking Jesus’ return for granted; about using the time and 

the resources we’ve been given to further the kingdom of God; about remembering who Jesus is 

and why he was sent to be among us. 

 

Both those at the right and left in the narrative ask the question, “Lord, when was it we saw you 

[in need]?”  They don’t know. Neither the righteous nor the accursed seem to have recognized 

Jesus in the last, the lost, and the least. The righteous acted out of compassion, as if it came so 

naturally to them that they couldn’t possibly have done anything else.  

 

The 180th convention of the Diocese of Chicago met last weekend in Lombard. We always have a 

number of resolutions to consider and vote on; most of them not usually all that compelling. But 

the final resolution of the convention this year “[urges] our congregations to join with allied 

organizations and immigrant youth leaders to support a clean Dream Act of 2017 and urge the 

Senate and House of Representatives to pass this legislation before the close of 2017, plus enact 

reasonable and comprehensive immigration reform for a fair and humane immigration policy for 

the United States of America in 2018.” The resolution continues by asking, among other things, 

that congregations engage in advocacy by contacting the State Department and Homeland 

Security to extend the TPS (Temporary Protection Status). (The full text of the resolution is 

available in the narthex.)  

 

This is a prophetic stand for our diocese to take; it’s one that I support. As I say that, I’m also 

aware that across the diocese we have a spectrum of views on the issue of immigration, and 

people who voted last year for one or the other presidential candidate specifically because of that 

candidate’s views on this topic. We have congregations in our diocese that are predominantly red 

(to use current political color-coding), some primarily blue, and others more “purple”. When I 

read that this resolution was coming before convention I thought, I feared, it would be 

controversial; that some people would object, or call the church on the carpet for being “too 



political”. I wondered how delegates would respond or react. But we heard testimony after 

eloquent testimony: from those of Latino heritage, describing their experiences as immigrants, as 

Dreamers; and from Anglos including a priest in our deanery who had attended two deportation 

hearings and spoke of her experiences there. No one spoke against the resolution. When it came 

time to vote, the “ayes” resounded, and when the bishop called for “those opposed”, the huge 

hall was pin-drop quiet; not a single “no” vote was heard. The resolution passed unanimously. 

Oh, me of little faith! “Lord, when was it we saw you…?” 

 

We have not been set an easy task, those of us who choose to follow Jesus. As Bishop Lee says 

frequently, we are called not to live like this [fists clenched and folded in against chest]; we are 

called to live like this [arms outstretched on either side]. It’s a dangerous posture, as the bishop 

notes, because when we assume it it’s highly likely that someone will come along and nail us to 

a cross. But it’s the posture assumed by the One we hail as King of kings and Lord of lords, for 

the life, and redemption, of the world. 

 

I close with a collect used every year on this day at All Saints’ Church, Pasadena, a parish known 

for social action. It’s not in the BCP, though it could be. Let us pray: 

Most Gracious God, who in Jesus of Nazareth showed us an alternative to the kings, 
queens and emperors of history, help us to revere and emulate Jesus’ leadership: To 
love, and to seek justice for all people. Help us to recognize the true grandeur and life-
changing power based in loving you and all of our neighbors. In Christ Jesus with you 
and the Holy Spirit, may we co-create a world ruled not through domination, but in that 
radical and all-powerful compassion and love. Amen2. 

                                                           
2 https://allsaints-pas.org/fun-facts-to-know-and-tell-about-christ-the-king-sunday/ 


