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“When Did We See You?” — November 26, 2017
Ezekiel 34:11–16, 20–24

11 For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 12As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. 13I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. . . .

16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice. . . .

20 I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. 21Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged. . . .

23 I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd. 24And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince among them; I, the Lord, have spoken.


Matt 25:31–45
31 “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. . . . 34The king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ 37Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 38And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ 

40 “And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’ 41Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me . . . 42for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not welcome me. . . . 45Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’”


There is more than one Old Testament passage that pictures God as a good shepherd, but this one in Ezekiel is the longest one. The prophet goes out of his way to show God’s tender concern: “I myself will search for my sheep” (34:11). God will bring them back from the nations and re-introduce them into Israel. This is written during the time of the Babylonian Captivity, when many Jews had been deported to Babylon, and some others had fled to other locations. Jewish hopes at that time were centered around a return to Israel and Judah. Important to this biblical hope is the promise that God will take care of the flock, will feed the flock, will bind up the injured (34:13, 16).
But those who have “butted at all the weak animals with your horns,” God will resist them and “feed them with justice” (34:21, 16). Then, at the end (v. 23), the prophet suddenly introduces a David figure, saying that David will be their shepherd. David stands for kingship. Now the last king of Judah was killed and the kingship itself was ended when the Babylonians had conquered Jerusalem, slightly earlier in Ezekiel’s lifetime. Here Ezekiel promises the restoration of the kingship. Jesus, as the Son of God and as fulfillment of the highest hopes of the prophets, is a spiritual king, and this is the only way in which Ezekiel’s promise was fulfilled. There never was another material king of Judah. 

And the promise that God will provide occurs here again, this time through David. David “shall feed them and be their shepherd” (34:23). The caring hospitality of God is a key idea in these Old Testament promises. God’s hospitality and the accompanying necessity of human hospitality become key ideas in the Gospels, especially in today’s Gospel passage.
It starts out with Jesus filling his role as a king, judging his subjects. It is fascinating that he does not ask what their beliefs are; he only cares how they act. Are they taking care of the poor, the thirsty, the prisoner? Did you give them something to eat, to drink, to wear? Did you greet the stranger or visit the prisoner? This is all that he asks, and he places himself in the place of the hungry, the naked. If you fed or clothed one of them, you fed or clothed me. If you did not give a drink or did not visit one of them, you did not give a drink and did not visit me, he says.

Now I have often wondered if the remark about prisoners was referring to the unjustly imprisoned, those who were imprisoned for their faith during a time of persecution. But the text does not say that. Jesus simply talks about visiting the sick or those in prison (Matt 25:39). 

Again and again, Jesus draws attention to the vulnerable and the needy. We need to take seriously his command that we minister to the needy, and that includes the lonely, as he says: “I was a stranger and you welcomed me” (25:35). There are so many in our society who are lonely. Some have drifted away from their families, some have not been able to thrive socially, to find life partners, or to find gainful employment. The “stranger” can be someone who is new to our culture, or it might be someone who has lived in our midst all their lives. It could be someone who never managed to develop a network of friends, or someone who lost their network as a result of various setbacks. It could include the children of wealthy families, middle class people, or the poor.

We need to become more sensitive to the lonely, the struggling. We don’t want to be in the position some day of hearing the Lord say, “I was a stranger and you did not welcome me” (25:43). 

All of the people he talks about in this passage are in some kind of trouble or lack. They all need something. Some of them may be poorly socialized. Others may be socially competent. Some may be healthy, others are sick. Some may be homeless, may be unkempt. Others are in prison, and there is no mention of the reason.

This is a command for us to be hospitable to those who are on the margins, who are struggling. We may get labeled if we spend time with such people, but that goes with the territory. Jesus was labeled, too, insultingly called a “friend of tax-collectors and sinners” (Luke 7:34). If you go out of your way to show hospitality to those who are unpopular, you will get labeled by the socially comfortable and proper—and judgmental—people. But we need to care more about the gospel than about the criticisms and snobbery of society.

This command becomes easier to obey when finally we realize that we too were needy, we too were lacking, we too were hungry and thirsty. When we remember that we also came to God in a time of great need, then we will not look down on those who are in need now.

“Those who are whole have no need of a physician” Jesus said (Luke 5:31 combining King James Version and Wycliffe Bible), but which one of us is truly whole? Which one of us is above all neediness? Which one of us is an island, complete unto himself? Who among us never needs any ministering?

When we are open to the stranger, the thirsty, the poor, the lonely, we are offering hospitality. And thus we are fulfilling the church’s mission of reflecting God’s hospitality outward. First, God was hospitable to us. God fed us spiritually and gave our lives meaning. Now we are to offer hospitality to others. When did we see you hungry? When did we see you lonely, or unemployed? Apparently, the answer is “almost every day,” because that’s how often we see people, even “to one of the least of these” (25:45), who are Jesus’ children, and who need God’s hospitality as much as we do.

Many things in our tradition speak of hospitality. We invite people to share the Eucharist with us. We look forward to the Messianic banquet when we will sit down with our Lord and with people from all races and nations. The father of the Prodigal Son showed hospitality to his wayward son. The Good Samaritan showed hospitality to the injured man. Jesus’ friends, Martha and Mary, showed hospitality to him. 

Hospitality is one of the key concepts of God’s saving attitude toward us, and of our inviting attitude toward others. Hospitality should be part of how we think of salvation itself, and it’s what we then need to show to others.
