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“They Never Knew”
Matthew 25:31-46 November 26, 2017

Matthew 25:31-46

“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 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.”

So, maybe it’s just me, but it still doesn’t seem possible that this 
past Thursday was Thanksgiving. Perhaps I just wasn’t ready. Or 
maybe it was the 50 degree springlike temperatures. Or possibly 
it was the fact that the fourth Thursday of November came so 
very early this year - almost as early as it can be. Or maybe I’m 
just strange and I’m all alone in this. Does it strike anyone else as 
unbelievable that Thanksgiving already happened? Regardless of 
how I feel about it or how prepared or unprepared I may have been, 
it happened. And I fought through not one but two thanksgiving 

meals, and I was grateful. Overly stuffed, but grateful. These meals, 
these family gatherings gave way to reminiscing, seeing the faces 
of loved ones seldom seen, remembering the old stories in new 
ways with new details and embellishments and telling them all 
over again as if for the very first time. For many of us, this holiday 
also brings to mind the faces, the voices, and the memories of 
those that we miss.

I have noticed something new about the holidays in my family 
over the last few years. As my brother, my sister, and I have 
gracefully gotten older, my mom has added to the things that she 
brings to our homes when she comes over for the holidays. She 
brings the things one normally brings to a family get together 
- food and gifts when appropriate. But lately, she has also been 
bringing things that she never threw away from our childhood. 
You know, old horrible school photos, newspaper clippings of 
day’s gone by, and this year, baby shoes. It is the great transference 
of things. Okay, it’s really the great transference of clutter. One 
of the unexpected things that happened to me over this holiday 
was that my mother brought my brother, my sister, and me our 
school progress reports from elementary, middle, and high 
school. Each one of us got a little book full of our marks for our 
behavior as well as our grades in each of our classes. And we sat 
around reminiscing about teachers, classmates, and our favorite 
classes. In my collection of things was a wonderful picture of my 
fourth grade class in Mrs. Zentz’ room. As I looked at that old 
photo from nearly forty years ago, the names of my classmates 
and memories attached to those names came flooding back. There 
was John who lived up the road with whom I used to ride bikes 
around the neighborhood. There was Stacey, my first real school 
crush. And Kelly who was with me when I fell out of treehouse 
and broke my arm. That’s a really long story for another time. 
Much like this old photo, holiday seasons have a way of bringing 
back a litany of names to our memories some of which we may 
have forgotten with the passage of time. These are snapshots in 
time and names that represent people who have had their share 
of victories and more than their fair share of defeats. These are 
the people who taught us, mentored us, comforted us, led us. 
They represent the people who were a constant, steady, faithful 
influence in our lives. We all have a list of names. And if we were 
to pass a microphone around we would hear stories of the people 
who have molded us that would bring laughter and stories that 
would bring tears. For many of us those names are people whose 
influence on us is represented here in this place. I know that is true 
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for me. These names, these faces, are people who have shaped 
our lives and helped form us into into the people we are today. 
If individually we were to take time later today to make a list of 
these names, of these people, and the manner in which they have 
influenced our lives we would likely fill page upon page upon 
page. And we would be moved by their memory as well as their 
continued presence in our lives. For them we give thanks. We all 
have them, this personal litany of names.

Today, I would like to tell a story of two of the names who have 
had a lasting and dramatic influence on me and the manner in 
which I live.  

He was born on February 10, 1915 to Frank and Elsie 
Walters in Sullivan, Indiana, a small coal town in south western 
Indiana. He was given a family name - Walter. If you were paying 
attention, you now know that this meant that his given name was 
Walter Walters. Yep, his name was Walter Walters. Needless to 
say, there wasn’t a lot of creativity in the naming process. So is it 
any surprise that he decided to go by his middle name, Harold? 
Harold went to school until the fourth grade when he dropped 
out at age nine to work in the coal mines. By age thirteen, he was 
driving a truck for the coal company.

She was born in Tiny, Missouri on June 3, 1915. She was born to 
Martha and Joe Fones and into a family that had already suffered 
considerable loss. She was named Verlee Ethel. Yes, you heard 
that correctly, Verlee Ethel - V E R L E E. Maybe that’s a little too 
much creativity in that family. Her daddy was a sharecropper and 
moved wherever they could find work; Missouri to Nebraska to 
New York to Converse, Indiana and finally to Marion, Indiana. 
Verlee dropped out of school in the ninth grade so that she could 
get a job as a nanny and help around the house. 

By the time they met in Marion, Indiana as a result of Harold’s 
best friend Jim and his girlfriend Nellie, who had told Jim to not 
come back to visit her unless he brought someone to date her 
best friend Verlee, Harold was a man who stood six foot two and 
was most comfortable in blue striped work coveralls and black 
wing tips and Verlee was barely five foot and most comfortable 
in a homemade dress, an apron, and her ever present high healed 
shoes which she wore even when she was baking pies, canning 
veggies, or going to the beauty parlor. Now she had finger waves 
in her hair so she had to go to the beauty parlor every week. Six 
months after they met, they were married in Verlee’s parent’s 
home, and they began their life together in Marion, Indiana - a 
factory town surrounded by farmland in North Central Indiana. 
They were children of the depression and lived a hardscrabble life. 
They built their own home across the street from their church and 
just down the road from their lifelong friends Nellie and Jim who 
had also married one another. Verlee and Harold had one child, 
Joy Anne. And even though they didn’t have much, they had all 
they ever needed, and more than they could have imagined. And 
they lived a life where there was always room for another chair at 
their kitchen table; there was always time for a conversation and 
a cold glass of lemonade or a warm cup of coffee; there was always 

space in the car to give someone a ride; and no one was a stranger, 
everyone was family. They never knew who was going to show up 
at their front door or who was going to be seated at their kitchen 
table for dinner. And you never knew who you were going to meet 
if you went by their house on 29th Street. 

In 1977, after they both retired after over twenty years each of 
factory work, Harold and Verlee found a mission to fill their time. 
They began driving cancer patients from all over Grant County 
to their doctor appointments in Muncie, Anderson, Fort Wayne, 
and even here in Indianapolis. Verlee once said that “A lot of times 
we’ve been on the road before daylight and way after night.” They 
transported over 75 different people to their doctor appointments 
over the years. Some who had lost their hair; others who were 
living with uncertain futures; many who had just received bad 
news; and more than half of whom they had never met before. 
They never knew who was going to be riding in their backseat. No 
one knows exactly why they took up this task for almost 15 years 
and through three different Oldsmobile Delta 88s, flat tires, and 
car breakdowns that Harold always seemed to know how to fix 
with a rubber band, a spring, and some WD-40. But perhaps their 
motivation can be found somewhere in Harold’s own words that 
appeared in a local newspaper article about the pair in 1991. He 
said, “We’re glad that we can do it because they can’t, and they 
need help.” They never knew who was in need, but they knew they 
needed help. They never knew what they could do, but they always 
knew they could do something. 

Now let me make it abundantly clear, Verlee and Harold, my 
maternal grandparents, were not perfect people. They were 
normal people who lived normal lives full of beauty and struggle, 
harmony and discord, tranquility and difficulty, victory and 
defeat, faithfulness and faithlessness. Indeed, it wasn’t that they 
were sheeplike in their behavior all the time. O heavens no, believe 
me, their goat-ness came through. Because like you and me, they 
were equal parts sheep and goats. But perhaps that is the point in 
all of this. Maybe that brings us to the best understanding of our 
parable and our story this morning.

The sheep and the goats, they don’t stand outside of one another. 
In fact, they occupy the same exact field. The sheep and the goats 
co-exist within each one of us. I believe that our experience bears 
this out. Look to your left and your right. Look in front of you 
and behind. These people who are seated around you are the 
sheep. These people seated around you are also the Christ. And 
simultaneously we are all also the least of these. 

And like both the sheep and the goats in our parable, just like 
Verlee and Harold, we never know who it is that is showing up 
in our everyday lives and our ordinary everyday encounters. But 
somehow, that one is indeed the Christ.

Christ the King, the Good Shepherd, seated upon his throne 
separates our goatness from our sheeplike behavior and blesses us. 

For you were hungry and were given something to eat. Your 
neighbor was thirsty and you gave them something to drink. The 
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Christ was naked and you clothed him. 

And you didn’t do any of this because you thought that it 
would somehow gain you religious bonus points or a magnificent 
mansion beyond the pearly gates. No we have done these things 
because we are human and so are those for whom we have taken 
action. And somehow in our midst, doing the serving and being 
served is the Christ. 

We are not charged to go out looking for the Christ in order 
that we might serve. We don’t have to. For the Christ, Christ the 
king, is right there in our midst and within us all the time. 

That’s what the kingdom looks like. 

In every cup of coffee shared;

Every dollar given;

Every coat donated;

Every lonely person befriended;

Every dinner served;

Every canned good placed in a bag and offered;

Every sick person visited;

Every imprisoned person set free;

Every car ride given to every cancer patient

Behold the Christ. The Christ found in the one who gives as   
          well as in the one who receives. 

Behold God’s kingdom. 

This act - this act of living - is why we’re here. And it is here that 
we meet the Christ in those around us and behold, even within 
us. And yet we never knew.  Amen 


