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“Advent Empathy: Seeing the Need” 
Text: Matthew 25:31-46 

In her Advent devotional, “Night Visions,” Jan Richardson writes, “The season of Advent means 
that there is something on the horizon, the likes of which we have never seen before.  It is not 
possible to keep it from coming because it will.  That’s just how Advent works.  What is possible 
is not to see it; to miss it; to turn just as it brushes past you.  So sit, stay, linger, tarry, ponder, 
wait, behold, wonder.  There will be time enough for running, for rushing, for worrying, for 
pushing.  For now, stay, wait, something is on the horizon.” 

Let us pray: Gracious God, we have completed one holiday and prepare for the next.  We 
have barely finished the first and we are working on the second.  So, in whatever ways you 
can, invite us to slow down, to pay attention, to look for the clues of your presence.  Help us 
to make this a holy season.  Amen. 

I believe that I have shared one of my biggest blunders in ministry.  The full details are too 
lengthy to outline here this morning.  But the gist of the story is this. 

In my first appointment, I had the delight of serving Howard and Marge Hall.  Howard was the 
lay leader of one of the three country churches I was serving.  My first introduction to him was 
about a month before I was to begin serving those churches.  Representatives from each of the 
churches met in the empty parsonage.  All those present went around the circle to introduce 
themselves and then the District Superintendent asked me to say a bit about myself.  And so I 
did.  A few folks asked questions and I thought things were going well. 

But then Howard Hall, who had sat there with his hands folded across his chest the whole time, 
gently raised one of his hands to ask a question.  Looking at the District Superintendent without 
showing any emotion he asked, “Where did you find this guy?”  The D.S. began to stammer an 
answer.  I thought it was all over at that point.  I would not be going to Gosport.  But while the 
D.S. was still talking, Howard began to clap very slowly and managed to let a smile escape.  He 
was pleased and I was relieved.  That was Howard.   And he was a great man.  But unfortunately, 
he would also be my first funeral at that church.  I was sad that we didn’t get more time together. 

About a month after his funeral, I called his widow, Marge, to ask if I could come by to visit her.  
What I have found is that about a month after a funeral people stop asking how you are doing.  
They have often moved on and assume that you have as well.  Grief doesn’t work that way.  In 



most instances, the grief continues for a long time, at least a year following the death and 
sometimes much longer.  So I wanted to check on Marge to see how she was doing. 

It was a cloudy, cold afternoon when I pulled into her driveway.  I knocked on the door and upon 
entry, I noticed that it was dark inside.  She had few lights on.  We sat alongside one another and 
began to talk.  I could feel the sorrow in the room.  It would be the first of many times that I 
prayed to have the right words to speak to help ease that pain.  Marge was a sweetheart and I 
hated to see her hurting so much.   

After a while I noticed that she had the artificial Christmas tree sitting there in her front room.  It 
was still in the box.  I asked her about it and offered to help put it together.  The two of us 
unpacked the tree and then went to add the lights and other decorations.  We often worked in 
silence and it took a while.  But we managed to get everything together and the tree looked nice.  
Because it had taken so long, I needed to leave.  I asked Marge if she would like a prayer and we 
had a prayer together before I left.   

But when I got to my car, I was already berating myself.  All that stuff they taught me in 
seminary and I hadn’t used a bit of it.  Here was a woman who was hurting and all I had done 
was decorate her Christmas tree.  I was disappointed and made a note to do better the next time. 

Fast forward four years.  Every Sunday for four years I had made a circuit of 35 miles to serve 
those three country churches.  It had been a good time together and I had been reappointed to a 
new church.  We had a farewell at all three churches.   

At that particular church, there were lots of speeches and kind words.  But, the one thing I will 
forever treasure happened near the end.  After sharing lots of good memories, Marge stood up to 
speak.  She said that there had been many memorable sermons and events, but one that stood out 
above everything.  She said that the thing she would always remember and appreciate was that I 
had come to her home and helped her decorate her Christmas tree. 

It was only then, four years after the event, that she explained that she had taken the boxes out of 
the attic and placed them in the living room.  But she couldn’t bring herself to open the boxes.  
They held so many memories and filled her with tears.  The boxes had sat there until I had come 
by and asked if she needed some help.  It was now my turn to cry.  I had no idea.  Where I 
thought I had failed, had been the one thing that had meant the most to Marge.   

I recall that story when I think of the gospel lesson this morning.  It is a familiar parable, but one 
with an unexpected twist.  It is about a final reckoning.  Jesus says that the Son of Man is seated 
at the throne and all the people are brought before him.  Then the people are divided into two 
groups, like a shepherd divides the sheep and the goats.  Those present at that time would have 
understood that sheep and goats are often kept together, but sometimes the shepherd will undergo 
the tedious task of dividing them into their separate groupings. 



Then the Good Shepherd turns to those on his right hand and thanks them for their faithfulness.  
He says to them, “I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, 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.”  These are 
delightful words to hear, but the recipients are a bit surprised. 

In spite of the fact that they have just received such high praise, they turn to the Good Shepherd 
and say to him that there must be some mistake.  They are checking with each other and none of 
them has a recollection of having done these things.  Oh, maybe if the Samaritan woman at the 
well was there she might say that she gave him a drink of water, but that was just one time.  The 
men who arranged for his burial might recall that they provided simple clothing for his burial, 
but again, that was just one time.  They ask Jesus, “When did we see you hungry, thirsty, lost, 
naked, sick or imprisoned?” 

There has not been a mistake.  Jesus has chosen them for a reason.  He says, “In as much as you 
did it to one of the least of these, you did it for me.”  When you cared for anyone who was sick, 
you were caring for Jesus.  When you provided food or drink or a bit of hospitality, Jesus was the 
recipient.  He makes it clear that this is not a mistake.  Every time they did these kind deeds to 
someone, he experienced the joy of that moment. 

But then there was another group of people there before him.  To this group he says, “I was 
hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, a stranger and 
you did not welcome me, naked and you did not offer a stitch of clothing, sick or imprisoned and 
you did not offer any care.”  And once again, this group is shocked.  If they had seen Jesus, they 
would have done any of these things.  They are good people but they had not seen him in need. 

And once again, Jesus will say, “In as much as you did not do these things to those around you, 
you did not do them to me.”   

What Jesus is doing here is equating the way in which we treat one another to the way in which 
we treat him.  If we are unkind to the people around us, we may profess that we are people of 
faith, but our actions say otherwise.  It is an invitation to treat the people we meet every day as if 
it were none other than Jesus in disguise. 

The Benedictine monks are well known for their hospitality to strangers.  Whenever possible, 
they will welcome travelers to stay in their monastery, to eat at their table, to feel welcome in 
their midst.  In fact, the rule of Saint Benedict, indicates that all guests are to be treated as if they 
were Jesus.  It is an extension of this parable, a reminder that the way we treat those around us is 
a parallel to the ways in which we treat Jesus. 

When I think of the parable Jesus told, what comes to mind is that we have to have eyes to see, 
ears to hear, the ability to sense the needs around us.  We are good people.  But amid our busy 



schedules, we might walk right by the opportunities to care for those around us.  It isn’t that we 
are bad people, it is more likely that we haven’t noticed. 

Advent is a season that is aimed at slowing us down.  It is season that asks us to pay attention, to 
look for the signs that we might otherwise overlook.  It means looking attentively, listening 
closely, seeing and hearing the things we might otherwise overlook.  Those in this parable did 
not wake up each day saying they were going to look for Jesus that day or listen for his voice.  
What they did, however, was attune their senses to see and hear those who were in need.  And 
because of this, they were able to respond in faithful ways. 

Right now in our nation, there is a need to listen closely to the voices of those who are hurting.  
Specifically, I am speaking of the large numbers of women who have shared ways in which they 
have faced unwanted sexual advances and abuse.  We need to have the ability to listen closely to 
not only bring healing to those who are hurting, but to work to advocate for an end to such abuse.   

I am writing this sermon while sitting in a hotel room in Alabama.  Each night the evening news 
and daily newspapers have been filled with stories about Judge Roy Moore who is running for a 
U.S. Senate seat.  The voices of those who were abused need to be heard.  But it isn’t about one 
person.  It is about a culture that must change.  One of the editorials here indicated that if we 
choose to ignore, we should recognize that children who have been sexually abused will be 
noticing.  They will be aware that the voices of these victims are being ignored.  And those who 
are currently experiencing such abuse may choose not to come forward for fear that they too will 
be ignored. 

Likewise throughout our society, there has been an increased awareness of the ways women have 
been treated in the workplace and other settings.  From Hollywood to the political realm and in 
the media, we daily hear the courageous stories of women telling the ways they faced 
inappropriate sexual advances.  And while these are the high profile instances, we should not 
presume that they are unique.  Such abuse is too common throughout our society and must come 
to an end.  We can do better than this. 

I hear the voice of the Good Shepherd asking, “What you did to those around me, you did to me.  
What we normalize, justify, permit is what we allow to happen to Jesus.”  We must do better. 

Although Advent doesn’t officially begin until next Sunday, I wanted to begin the sermon series 
this morning as a way of inviting us to pay attention to the voices of those around us.  Who is 
hurting?  Who is grieving?  Who is lost and alone?  Who is hungry or in need?  We must first be 
able to recognize those voices around us.  And when we identify them, we are able to respond to 
the needs before us in ways that bring hope and healing. 

And just as those standing before the Good Shepherd were surprised to find out that they had 
been kind to Jesus, we might find that surprise as well.  We don’t always realize the little things 
that we do that can make a big difference in someone’s life.  Just listening and understanding can 



mean a lot.  A little bit of help may be the difference between hope and despair.  Helping 
someone do something as simple as decorating their Christmas tree might be the comfort that 
they were needing.  Let us listen closely, pay attention and find the opportunities we have to 
make a difference.


