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OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST, KING OF THE UNIVERSE 
THE THIRTY-FOURTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 

Ez 34:11-12,15-17; Ps 23:1-2,2-3,5-6; 1 Cor 15:20-26,28; Mt 25:31-46 

 

SHEEP OR GOAT? RIGHT OR LEFT? 

OR NEEDY AND HOPING FOR HELP? 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, November 26, 2017, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

The first reading from the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel and the gospel  

  both make reference to shepherds. 

 

For starters, I have a little question. 

 

Q:  Which Old Testament book was written by shepherds?   

A:  Lamb-entations. 

 

Today we heard the last parable in Matthew’s gospel (Mt 25:31-46). 

 

So to introduce today’s Sunday school lesson,  

  the school teacher asked little Johnny, 

    “What parable in the gospels do you like best?” 

Little Johnny replied,   “Oh, the one about the guy who loafs and fishes.” 

 

Little Julie came to church with her mom, and as the priest began his homily, 

  little Julie dozed off and took a little nap. 

Upon awakening, Julie asked her mom, “Is the homily finished yet?” 

Julie’s mom replied, “Yes, my dear, the homily is finished, 

  but Father hasn’t stopped speaking yet.” 

 

Well, the homily is just starting, 

  and hopefully it will be worth staying awake. 

 

Jesus was a master story-teller, and we just heard him at his best. 

In fact, he saved one of his best for last. 

We are now in the last week of the Church year. 

We are at the end of chapter 25 in Matthew’s gospel, 

  which is the conclusion of Jesus’ teaching before his arrest, trial, and crucifixion. 

The parable of the Judgment of the Nations is the last parable that Jesus ever told. 

 

Usually when this parable is explained, 

  we are told that we fall into one of two groups:  we are either sheep or goats. 

On the last day, on Judgment Day, there will be a grand separation (Mt 25:32). 

The sheep will go to the right, and the goats will go to the left (Mt 25:33). 

Let’s check and see where we go. 
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The sheep are great. 

  The sheep were on the look-out for the needy. 

  When they saw someone who had some difficulty, they were quick to respond. 

  Each sheep gets a ticket to go to heaven. 

  When Jesus told them that they were such good people, such good sheep, 

    they seemed a little bit confused and surprised (see Mt 25:37). 

  So Jesus explained to them:   

    “When you were helping the needy, you were really helping me” (see Mt 25:40). 

 

The goats, on the other hand, are despicable. 

  The goats were so self-absorbed that they did not even see the needy,  

    and they did not lift a finger to help them. 

  When they approached the Gate of Heaven, it was locked, 

    and there was a sign at the gate:  Goats Need Not Apply. 

  The goats protested, “This is unfair!” 

  Jesus retorted,  

    “Oh no!  When you failed to help the needy, you failed to help me!” (see Mt 25:45). 

 

So where do you fit?  Where do I fit? 

  Helper or non-helper?  Sheep or goat? 

 

The good news is that our parish, and this congregation, 

  has a lot of exceptionally good sheep. 

When someone needs help, we notice and pitch in. 

If someone in our family happens upon hard times, we are really good about helping. 

After the hurricanes this fall, we contributed to the relief efforts. 

We have given to Interfaith Outreach in the past, 

    and we intend to give next week’s second collection, or for the Sleep Out. 

We have given to many different charities: 

  Sharing and Caring Hands, Feed My Starving Children, 

  the Banyan Community, Holy Rosary parish, 

  Catholic Charities, Catholic Relief Services. 

We have given to the Catholic Services Appeal Foundation. 

We have shared stewardship of treasure with the parish. 

We’ve even paid our taxes, and some of our tax money goes to help the needy. 

 

Most people here are wonderful sheep, 

  and Jesus is very pleased with our concern for others. 

 

But this either-or contrast, either sheep or goat, 

  is a bit misleading, 

  because we are not one or the other:  we are a little of both. 

 

We are not good sheep all the time. 

There are occasions when we are more like goats. 
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We get preoccupied with ourselves and what we want. 

Someone else has a problem and could use our help, 

  and we don’t notice, 

    don’t say a word, 

    don’t lift a finger, 

    don’t respond at all. 

 

We have all sorts of excuses. 

  I don’t have the time. 

  I don’t have the money. 

  The needy are lazy or irresponsible and do not deserve any help. 

 

The truth of the matter is that  

  we cannot be classified strictly as either a sheep or a goat. 

 

Sometimes we are generous, sometimes we are selfish; 

  sometimes we are helpful, sometimes we do not do much of anything. 

 

We are all somewhere in the middle, 

  maybe a bit more like a sheep one day,  

    maybe a bit more like a goat another day. 

All of us have some of each. 

None is entirely one or the other. 

 

So when we have heard this parable explained in the past, 

  the homilist or preacher usually says that we fall into one of two camps, 

  we are either a sheep or a goat. 

But this is not true because we are a bit of both. 

 

Then the preacher issues a frightful warning about Judgment Day: 

  “If you are a goat, you are going to hell!” (see Mt 25:41,46). 

So we are all worried, terrified, at the prospect, 

  because there is a lit bit of goat in all of us. 

But his misses the point, too, 

  because Jesus, the Judge, is also merciful (see Lk 7:48; 13:8,12; 15; 23:34,43), 

    and he has no desire whatsoever that we go off to eternal punishment  

    (see Ps 85:5,15; Jl 2:13b; Jonah 4:2b). 

Jesus went to the Cross to save everyone, sheep and goats alike  

  (see Col 2:13-14; 1 Tm 1:15a). 

Jesus’ desire is that all would be saved and none would be lost (see Jn 10:16). 

 

So the sheep-goat comparison, either-or, one or the other, 

  is taken too literally, is used too much for hell and damnation, 

  and mistakenly fails to acknowledge God’s mercy. 
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There is a third category of people in this parable that is rarely mentioned. 

We always hear about the first two categories: 

  the people who give help, the sheep, 

  and the people who fail to give help, the goats. 

But there is a third group, the people who need help, 

  the hungry, thirsty, stranger, and sick (see Mt 25:35-36). 

 

Jesus identified with the people who needed help. 

  Jesus said, “I was hungry and you gave me food” (Mt 25:35). 

Jesus said, in effect, “These people are my people. 

  Their hunger is my hunger. 

  Their thirst is my thirst. 

  Their loneliness is my loneliness.” 

 

If we are really honest, even though we live in the land of plenty, 

  we are all very needy, 

    maybe not for food and clothes, shelter or transportation, 

  but we need love and encouragement, acceptance, support, and friendship. 

When we make mistakes, we need compassion and forgiveness. 

When we do not understand, we need someone to teach us, to give good explanations. 

When something breaks, when we don’t know how to fix it, 

  we need expert to repair it. 

When we get sick, we need doctors and nurses. 

When our faith is weak, we need fellow believers to give us a boost. 

When it comes to our salvation, we are totally needy, 

  absolutely dependent on the saving grace that Jesus gained for on the Cross. 

 

So we have three classifications here: 

  those who give help, those who do not give help, and those who need help. 

This is not either-or; it is both-and – and we are all three. 

 

So we come to this Mass needy, and Jesus is the Good Shepherd (see Jn 10:11,14), 

  and Jesus cares for his sheep (see Ez 34:11-16; Ps 23:1-3). 

We come to Mass hungry, and he feeds us with his Word and his Body  

  (see Ez 2:8-3:3; Jn 6:55a). 

We come here thirsty, and he feeds his with his Blood which is true drink (Jn 6:55b). 

We come here imprisoned in loneliness, and he gives us his companionship. 

We come here sick in body, mind, or spirit, and he heals our every ill. 

We come here as sinners, and he forgives us. 

We come here worried about whether we will go to heaven, needful his saving grace, 

  and Jesus motions that we should move to the right and says,  

 “Come, inherit the kingdom prepared for you” (see Mt 25:34). 

Our Lord, Jesus Christ, the King of the Universe, is supreme, 

    over heaven above and earth below (see Phil 2:10), 

  and this benevolent king’s greatest desire is that 

    none would be lost, and that all would be saved. 


