
When did we see you? 
 

[Jesus said,] “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. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one 

from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right 

hand and the goats at the left. Then the 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; for 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, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in 

prison and you visited me.’ Then 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? And when was it that we saw 

you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you 

sick or in prison and visited you?’ 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.’ Then he will say to those at 

his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his 

angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I 

was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison 
and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or 

thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ Then he will answer 

them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ And 

these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 

Matthew 25:31-46 

 

In his book The Accidental Masterpiece, Michael Kimmelman introduced me to the work 

of Wayne Thiebaud, an artist whose paintings of such ordinary objects as gumball machines and 

hot dogs and slices of cake or pie celebrate the beauty of ordinary things.  By grabbing our 

attention with color and familiarity, and by coaxing us to focus on the most innocuous objects, 

Thiebaud invites us to look at the world as if for the first time.   

Artists like Wayne Thiebaud remind us that sometimes art is less about content and 

more about vision.  The artists I have come to appreciate the most are those whose paintings 

and sculptures and drawings and photography alter our vision, whose works cause us to see the 

world around us, even the most commonplace, in a new light, and who invite us to pay closer 

attention to what we see.  And when it comes to reading and interpreting the parables of Jesus, 

sometimes it is the artist’s way of seeing the world that best expresses the imaginative and 

rhetorical power of these stories.   

 Too often we reduce the parables of Jesus, and especially this one, to the level of 

allegory or fable with a simplistic and formulaic moral.  If you do something good, a reward will 

follow; if you do something bad, you can expect punishment.  It depicts the gospel too neatly in 

terms of a quid pro quo transaction of rewards and punishment. 

 The parable in Matthew 25 is undeniably about separating the sheep from the goats, but 

the central question raised by the characters in this drama is not who is in and who is out.  Did 

you notice that both the sheep and the goats are caught up short by the judgment of Christ?  

And they both ask the same question: “When did we see you?”  This parable is as much about 

seeing as it is about doing. 

 It is, first of all, about seeing Christ in the ones who were attended to, “the least of 

these who are members of my family.”  And not seeing merely a Christ-figure or the image of 
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Christ, but seeing that when we feed, clothe, shelter, visit, and befriend whoever is hungry, 

naked, homeless, in prison and lonely, it is as if we are feeding, clothing, sheltering, visiting, and 

befriending Christ himself.   

 But this parable is also about seeing ourselves, and our society, in a new light.  It’s about 

recognizing that our daily actions, here and now, the ways we order our lives in this time and 

place, concern more than just individual acts of charity; they involve the broader moral 

implications of how our society is arranged.   

 Think of Atticus Finch in Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird.  If you remember 

either the book or the movie, with Gregory Peck, Atticus Finch is a lawyer who has been called 

upon to defend Tom Robinson, a black man falsely accused of raping a young white woman in 

the small town of Maycomb, Alabama in the 1930s.  The story is told from the point of view of 

his precocious nine-year-old daughter, Jean Louise, who goes by the nickname Scout.  It is her 

persistent questions, and sometimes naïve observations that bring the moral concerns of this 

novel to the surface.   

At one point, after being corrected for defending her father’s honor in a schoolyard 

scrap, Scout asks Atticus why he is defending a black man, especially since everyone in town 
seems to think he shouldn’t and even Atticus concedes that he is likely to lose the case.  And 

he tells her that if he didn’t, he couldn’t hold is head up in town anymore, he couldn’t represent 

the people at the state legislature, and he couldn’t even tell Scout and her brother Jem what to 

do.  What he is telling her is that his actions have to do with more than just his own personal 

convictions.  In fact, you often get the sense that he would have been happy if someone else 

had taken on this controversial case.    

 For Atticus Finch, the moral issue here has less to do with a choice he makes in 

defending Tom Robison.  The issue of doing the right thing is, of course, always an issue of 

personal duty and individual choice; but there is a sense in which Atticus understands that it 

also has to do with prior choices.  You get the feeling that long before he was asked to take on 

this impossible case, long before he even knew Tom Robinson, he had already decided what he 

would do.  He had already decided who he was, what he stands for, what he will and will not 

serve.  And it is those prior decisions, and prior commitments, that set him on the pathway he 

follows and leads to the choice he makes to defend Tom Robinson.   

 We may think that most of our moral and ethical choices are like the two roads that 

diverge in the wood.  That we are confronted with a clear choice between right and wrong, 

good and evil, black and white, and we are called to make the right choice, to choose the right 

path. 

 But in the parable from Matthew’s gospel, it is not clear that either side is aware of 

making such a simple choice.  In fact, neither side was even aware they were making a choice at 

the time they fed the hungry or visited the prisoner or gave aid to the sick, or when they failed 

to do so.  Both sides, the sheep and the goats, are surprised by the judgment, whether for good 

or bad.   

  All of our individual choices are shaped by a prior commitment—the commitment to 

live under the sign of our baptism, to live under the reign of Christ.  Now a good Calvinist 

would also point out that it has to do with God’s choice first—that God chooses us before we 

even knew we were capable of making choices.  But we’ll save that for another time. 

 This is what is means to see the reign of Christ as a reality in our own time and in our 

own world.  And the Matthew 25 Initiative is a call to re-frame social reality in such a way that 

caring for the well-being of each member of the community as well as the vulnerable stranger 
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are not issues we have to deliberate over and eventually, grudgingly, make a moral choice to do 

the right thing.  When we live under the reign of Christ, we find it’s the normal thing to do, not 

an exception.  It is just the way things are; not isolated and occasional acts of charity, but 

systemic and structural justice.   

 And it is as much about seeing as it is about doing. 

 How we live our daily lives is more than just a matter of individual choice; how we 

order our social and economic world is more than just a matter of political expedience and it 

goes beyond the conservative and liberal talking points that frame so much of our policy 

debates and that consume so much of our passion and energy.   It begins with whether or not 

we have the vision to imagine the world under the reign of Christ.  And it pivots on how we 

answer for ourselves the question of this parable:  “When did we see you?” 

 May we have the grace to live into the vision of Matthew 25. 
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