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Kritzinger for standing where 

God stands in his scholarship 

and service to African people, we 
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Christ on the streets: A call for 
active citizenry in the context 

of migration, homelessness and 
marginalisation in the City  of 

Tshwane 
 

 
 

S Kgatle and T Mofokeng 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter reflects on an encounter with the authors and a Bible study 

group constituted by homeless people and a few others working with the 

homeless in the city of Tshwane. The session focused on reading Matthew 

25:31–46, a text chosen by the researchers because of its assumed resonance 

with the lived experiences of the homeless community in the City of 

Tshwane. The researchers came into the session with questions which 

sought to discover what sense these ordinary readers would make of this 

text. From this encounter, the researchers asked: What implications arise 
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out of the pavement encounter with Matthew 25:31–46 to stakeholders in 

the city of Tshwane? How does the pavement perspective compare to a 

learned reading of the same, and why? 

In this encounter,  Christ emerges as one with their community. As 

such, a response to the distress of this community or a lack thereof is of 

eternal consequence. From this perspective, the homeless community in 

Tshwane and elsewhere gets transformed into a sign of Christ’s presence 

and a call to conversion, as well as hope for renewal of both church and 

society. For a country such as South Africa, with the past mired in racial 

oppression and economic exploitation  of the black population,  the call 

found  in  Matthew  25:31–46  presents  a  challenge  and  an  opportunity 

to mobilise all those who identify as Christian to seek ways to end the 

marginalisation of sections of the population. 
 

 

Literature review 
 

Migration has been part of the South African landscape since the 

establishment of mining in Kimberley in the nineteenth century (Lalloo, 

1998:451). Young  men  left  their  homes  for the South African  mining 

fields from as far afield as Malawi, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Lesotho, 

Swaziland and Botswana. The development of black reserves in South 

Africa which later became the pseudo-independent states of the Transkei, 

Bophuthatswana, Venda and Ciskei, as well as the ten self-governing 

homelands of Qwaqwa, Zululand, Lebowa, Gazankulu, Kwandebele and 

KaNgwane,  meant that blacks from these areas were treated the same 

as those from other Southern African countries, as labour migrants who 

must return home after expiry of their contracts (Lalloo, 1998:442). The 

townships  that developed  in the vicinity of white South African cities 

were themselves merely retainers of labourers and not spaces in which 

those who resided there could hold property rights and build thriving 

communities (Lalloo, 1998:441; Macagnano, 2002:153). The inhabitants 

of these places retained relationships with their kin in the homelands. Life 

in the townships was precarious at best, hence they became hubs of most 

apartheid-related revolts (Lalloo, 1998:450). 

The end of apartheid meant the scrapping of laws which restricted black 

movement from within the borders of South Africa (Landau, 2006:129; 

Anderson, 2015:16). Migration as a movement of people from places they 

considered their home into new and unfamiliar spaces continued and in 

fact increased pace. Informal settlements emerged on the edges of most 

townships,  making  the  already  underdeveloped  infrastructural  service 
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systems worse and escalating poverty levels (Macagnano, 2002:158). The 

Central Business Districts (CBD) of most cities, once thriving residential, 

commercial and entertainment centres, experienced flight of their former 

white inhabitants as poorer mostly black migrants came in (ibid). Unlike 

the earlier  regulated  labour  migration  regime  which  provided  housing 

in  hostels  and  townships,  the  post-apartheid  migration  is  unregulated, 

with migrants uncertain of, yet hoping for employment and without 

accommodation.  For  those  migrants  who  are  able  to  generate  some 

income, some have resorted to inhabiting abandoned buildings, in some 

instances as rent payers to criminal gangs that have taken over some of 

these buildings. The rest of those who cannot afford renting from the slum 

lords, “sleep everywhere; …in front of government buildings, business 

stores  and  offices,…  shelters,  streams  and  nearby  bushes”  (Mashau, 

2014:21). 

An argument for the benefits of migration, both to the receiving and the 

sending countries, has been made. This argument depends on the migrant 

being skilled and/or educated, therefore desirable for the receiving country. 

What about the not-so-skilled and educated? What about internal migrants 

who  leave  their  homes  and  family  for  the  cities?  For  such  migrants, 

theirs becomes a worsening life situation in an unfamiliar territory. The 

Biblical concept of “stranger” evokes images of unfamiliarity of territory 

and community, as well as a sense of marginality. Unless and until a 

“stranger” is received and incorporated into the existing community, 

homelessness,  insecurity,  starvation,  delinquency,  etc.,  are  the  result. 

Not to be functionally a member of a community is to be marginalised 

from it and there are many marginalised individuals in the cities of the 

world, including the City of Tshwane. Mangayi (2014:214) quotes a local 

newspaper, The Pretoria News, in its assertion that homelessness is on 

the rise in the City of Tshwane, a situation which the newspaper links to 

migration. This is what this study concentrates on: the homelessness and 

related situations resulting from migration. 

Various sectors of society have different roles to play in responding to 

the plight of migrants. Government is responsible for policy direction and 

allocation of necessary resources. The complaint with many governments 

revolves around a lack of clear policy direction and implementation, as 

well as dis-allocation, if not misuse, of resources. The business sector can 

provide employment and still contribute to social responsibility ventures 

targeting   alleviation   of  problems   associated   with  migration.   Often, 

business people are accused of opportunistically exploiting the vulnerable 

migrant population for profit by offering low-paying, insecure jobs. It is for 
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this reason that Mangayi (2014:48) calls for business practices which seek 

the improvement of collective well-being. The religious sector, especially 

the Christian churches in a country claiming to have over seventy percent 

of its population as Christians,  has a role in providing  hospitality.  For 

Pohl (2002:35), “hospitality addresse[s] the physical needs of strangers 

for food, shelter, and protection, but also includes recognition  of their 

worth and common humanity”. 
 

 

Methodology 
 

The article uses Gerald West’s (1993) Contextual Bible Study (CBS) 

methodology which has been intentionally developed as a liberating tool 

for use by ordinary South Africans, the majority of whom are Christian. 

This methodology brings together the learned and ordinary readers of the 

Bible into a collaboration on transformative meaning-making (p.16). The 

posture of learned readers is that of listening and facilitation in humility, 

while ordinary readers wrestle with Biblical texts in the light of their 

experiences  in order to imagine and  work towards a liberating praxis. 

West (1993) explains that a contextual Bible study has a theme inspired 

by the experiences of the ordinary participants, a Biblical text which they 

or the facilitator may choose and questions that facilitate engagement 

between the context-inspired theme and the Biblical text. Once the session 

starts, one is asked to read the text loudly and, depending on the numbers 

in attendance, the group divides into smaller groups which will discuss the 

questions and report back to the plenary. Each group may have a scribe 

and/or facilitator. 

In the case of the study this chapter focuses on, a group of homeless 

people  had been  meeting  for the  purpose  of Bible  study already. The 

number  of  those  who  participated  on  the  day  was  twenty-six.  There 

were twelve females and fourteen males. Among the participants  were 

two staff members of a home for the homeless, a social sciences’ post- 

graduate student, and a Congolese immigrant. Of the three academics 

associated with the project, the two sat back while only one participated as 

a facilitator of the Bible study. After preliminaries, which included giving 

consent for use of the data to be gathered in the session, they were divided 

into three groups named Group A, Group B and Group C, each with the 

text and prepared questions.  Each group was to answer a different  set 

of questions, but during feedback any participant could respond to any 

question and be engaged thereon. Matthew 25:31–46 was then read aloud 

and the groups began their discussions, providing feedback later. During 
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the session, participants appeared not to need any convincing to contribute 

their thoughts and perspectives. Their responses to the questions, intended 

to elicit their understanding of the text as well as their context, were noted 

down for later analysis. 
 

 

Theological reflection on Matthew 25:31–46 
 

The context of Matthew 25:31–46 
 

Matthew 25:31–46 teaches the obligation to help not only believers in 

need,  but  unbelievers  too. Whereas  hungry  unbelievers  deserve  to  be 

fed because they are hungry, hungry believers doubly deserve to be fed 

because they are both hungry and brothers (Leverett, 2007:876). The 

parable brings out clearly the importance of good works in the Christian 

life as a mark of true commitment to Christ (McGrath, 1997:278). It is 

a call for all believers to be one in heart and mind. The believers will 

therefore have an impact on the world around them. The knowledge of 

grace and love should inspire believers to be unselfish and generous in 

caring for each other (Pieterse, 2011:6). 

Matthew’s parable of the sheep and the goats, which promises rewards 

for the merciful, once again underscores the division between the saved 

and the lost. Someday all the nations will gather before the glorified Son 

of Man, who will then separate them, the righteous from the unrighteous, 

much as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats (Evans, 2012:423). 

This is emphasised by the fact that “when the Son of Man10   shall come 

in His glory11, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon 

the throne of his glory: and before him shall be gathered all nations12” 

(Mt 25:31–32). 

It points to the ultimate separation of the good and the wicked, 

developing the ideas already found in the parable of the weeds (13:24–30, 

36–43) and net (13:47–50). According to Matthew 25:33–36 “he shall set 
 

 
 
 
 

10   ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου Son of man refers to the one who did not come on earth to be 
ministered to but to minister to others (Kgatle 2017a:286). 

11   δόξῃ  it  refers to  honour,  renown; glory,  an  especially divine quality, the unspoken 
manifestation of God, splendour (Kgatle 2017b:194). 

12   ἐθνῶν  means  nations  but  usually  refer  to  the  non-Israelites  (Mounce  &  Mounce, 
2008:880). 
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the sheep13  on his right14, but the goats15  on the left16. Then shall the king 

say unto them on his right hand, come, ye blessed of my father, inherit the 

kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was a 

hungered, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was 

a stranger, and ye took me in: naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and 

ye visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me.” 

Matthew  25:37–40  continues  to  say  that  “then  shall  the  righteous 

answer him, saying, lord, when saw we thee a hungered, and fed thee? or 

thirsty, and gave thee drink? When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee 

in? or naked, and clothed thee? or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, 

and came unto thee? And the king shall answer and say unto them, verily 

I say unto you, inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least17  of these 

my brethren, ye have done it unto me”. “The least of these my brethren”, 

according to Barton and Muddiman (2001:878), refers to the needy in 

general and not to all Christians or Christian missionaries or leaders. This 

identification is consistent with the comment to ignore the distinctions 

between insiders and outsiders and with Jesus’ injunction to love even 

enemies. 

Matthew 25:31–46 is also about eternal judgement. It depicts the final 

judgement of all people. It is about the universal power of the Son of man, 

and the context points to the parousia (France, 2007:959). In Matthew 

25:41 it states, “Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, depart 

from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire18, prepared for the devil and his 

angels”. Matthew 25:46 emphasises that those on the left hand shall go 

away into everlasting punishment, but the righteous into life eternal19. 

This   passage   makes   all   clear   and   so   culminates Matthew’s 

eschatological grounded paraenesis one prepares for the Parousia by living 

the imperative to love one’s neighbours, especially the marginalised. By 

this will all be judged on the far side of history (Barton & Muddiman, 

2001:878). The text reveals the type of criterion that will be used in the 

Parousia and it is intended to be a warning to believers that anyone who 

13   Πρόβατα Sheep are used as followers of any master. 
14   δεξιῶν the right hand of any one is a mark of the highest honour and dignity which he can

 
bestow (see Mounce & Mounce, 2008:1038). 

15   ἐρίφια literally means little young goat.
 

16   εὐωνύμων Left hand of any one is a mark of dishonour which he can bestow on others
 

(see Mounce & Mounce, 2008:1039). 

17   ἐλαχίστων means the very least or smallest.
 

18   εἰς κόλασιν αἰώνιον means into everlasting fire.
 

19   εἰς ζωὴν αἰώνιον means into eternal life.
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befriends those whom Jesus call brethren in the hour of their need and 

persecution would do the same to their master (Howley, 1979:1215). 

Judgment turns on whether those gathered before the throne attended 

to the needs of the hungry, the thirsty, strangers, the naked, the sick and 

those in prison. These least ones are the victims of human systems of 

oppression, exploitation and violence. Their afflictions are symptoms of 

the conflict between human and divine power (cf. 23:34–36; 24:6–10, 

16–21).  The  goats  ignore  the  plight  of  these  least  ones  because  they 

presume a world dominated by human order rather than by God’s power 

and presence. The sheep also did not know that the king was among the 

least ones, but nonetheless produced fruit worthy of the empire of heaven 

(O’Day & Petersen, 2009:307). 
 

 

Theological reflection 
 

Who are the least? 

Matthew 25:40 states, ‘And the King shall answer and say unto them, 

Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least 

of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me’. The text is repeated in 

Matthew 25:45: ‘then shall he answer them, saying, Verily I say unto you, 

Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to me’. 

Who are the least of these brothers and sisters in the text? The Greek 

word used in this text is ἐλαχίστων, an adjective, feminine, genitive and
 

plural which means small: in size, in amount, in management of affairs, 
in importance, in authority, in the estimation of men, in persons, in rank 

and excellence. 
 

Loving-kindness for the homeless 

The parable reveals that justice is constituted by acts of loving-kindness 

and mercy to those in need; the world  will be made “right” or “just” 

when the way the least are treated becomes the norm of action. The love 

command must always be complemented  by the call for justice. God’s 

aim in the New Testament is not the salvation of the individual, but the 

justification of the world. Evil is not to be lord of human life, but justice 

for the poor (Donahue 1986:29). 

The works of kindness that serve as criteria for judgment in Matt 

25:35–36,  according  to  Grindhein  (2008:315),  are:  feeding  the  poor, 

giving drink to the thirsty, receiving the strangers, clothing the naked, 

assisting the sick and visiting those in prison. The importance of these 

works is well attested in Jewish sources (Isa 58:7; Ezek 18:7; Tob 1:17; 
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4:16; T. Jac. 2:23; 4 Ezra 2:20; 2 En. 9:1; 63:1; Sib. Or. 2:89–104; b. 

Sabb. 127a; b. Sotah 14a; Tg. Ps.-J. Deut 34:6). 

The small acts of kindness done to the least important of Christ’s 

brethren are done to him. These small things have not been remembered 

as meritorious by the righteous (for presumably they are the outcome of 

a living faith and not the basis of acceptance and have been neglected by 

others (Guthrie, 1970:846). Feeding the hungry, welcoming strangers and 

visiting the sick are mundane acts. In this sense, ‘virtue is not far from us, 

nor is it without ourselves, but within us and is easy if only we are willing. 

The Son of man does not demand supernatural but simple charity’ (Barton 

& Muddiman, 2001:879). 

The acts of love and compassion mentioned are natural responses of the 

righteous to the father’s love. The physical and spiritual realities are never 

really separated. The acts of compassion mentioned four times as ultimate 

examples of the covenant faithfulness are done without discrimination. 

To do them to the least is like doing them to Christ Himself (Farmer, 

1998:1321). The compassion and care that people show for Jesus’ disciples 

provide the proof of their righteousness and sincerity. It is not what is said 

with the mouth, but what is done that proves character (Evans, 2012:423). 
 

Sacrifices for the homeless 

An  ethic  of  discipleship  involves  deep  engagement  with  the  mystery 

of the cross which for Matthew, in common with other early Christian 

perspectives, is a life given in ransom for others. The service to others 

which the Son of Man demands in the parable is a service which he has 

not only proclaimed but embodied. Jesus’ gift of his life for others is also 

paradoxically the victory over death at the very moment death seems itself 

sovereign (Donahue, 1986:31). Believers should sacrifice their money and 

food to other people. They need to be personally involved with each other 

and sensitive to the needs of others (Pieterse, 2011:11). 

Believers, according to Kgatle (2017a:292), should emulate the life 

of Jesus as he sacrificed his life for the sake of humanity. Jesus gave His 

life as a ransom for many. Jesus paid the price for the liberation of people 

who are the slaves of sin, sickness, and oppression. He is the only one man 

who sacrifices His life for the liberty of many people. Jesus has already 

paid the price for the remission of sins. Jesus does not come to humanity 

to take from them, but He is a gift to humanity and the whole world. Jesus 

is the only sacrifice given for the lives of many people in the world. 

To emulate the life of Christ means to feed the hungry, including the 

hungry on the streets without a place they call home. It is to quench the 

thirst of the thirsty by providing drink for them. To emulate the life of 
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Christ means to accommodate strangers in the believer’s house. It is to 

provide clothes for the naked, especially children. It is to take time out 

of a busy schedule and visit the sick in hospitals. To emulate the life of 

Christ is to take another time and visit the prisoners in prison. It is a life of 

sacrifices instead of being selfish. 

Anyone who chooses not to live the life of sacrifice and of giving to 

others, according to this passage, stands the risk of being called a goat 

that belongs to the left-hand side and that will ultimately be cast into 

everlasting fire. On the contrary, those who endure the life of sacrifices 

stand a chance  of being called  a sheep  that belongs to the right-hand 

side of honour and they will ultimately receive everlasting life. Matthew 

25:31–46 at the end is a reminder that those who sacrifice for others will 

be rewarded by eternal life. 

To sacrifice for the homeless is to live up to what Christ told His 

disciples earlier in Matthew 20:26: ‘but it shall not be so among you: 

but whosoever will be great among you, let him be your minister’. The 

Greek word used in this text is διάκονος which is simply the English word 

‘servant’.  The  word  refers  “both  to  appointed  servants  elected  by the 

church to specific tasks and of unelected servants who served the Lord in 

a general sense in a local church. The noun diakonos is used thirty times in 

the New Testament, and in only five of those does it refer to a specifically 

appointed servant”. The word diakonos has something to do with ministry. 

The word is used mainly to express the varieties of personal help to others 

(i.e. serve, support, deacon, service, helper, assistant and servant). In 

summary, it has been shown that the first-century understanding of servant 

refers to voluntary, humble service for others that may be demonstrated 

in numerous ways. 

In this context, it means to serve the hungry on the streets of Tshwane. 

The concept of diakonos is considered a call to true servanthood. Diakonos 

calls on all of us to engage in ministering to others rather than to self. It 

is a call for helpers in the city of Tshwane. Diakonos demonstrates a kind 

of leadership that is marked by serving others at the table rather than be 

served by others. It calls on all of us to be humble servants rather than to be 

proud servants. The concept of diakonos is also about ecclesiastical offices 

like deacons and ministers. They too are called to a true servanthood in the 

city of Tshwane. 
 

Witnessing to the homeless 

Witnessing to the faith is in a sense peculiarity characteristic of Christian 

belief. For no one can claim to be a Christian believer, unless he bears 

living testimony to the redemptive work of God in Christ Jesus as a present 
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reality. This constraint to witness springs out of the assurance that, even in 

this very world of diverse tensions, God almighty is purposefully engaged 

in redeeming earthly beings in order that His plan for His creation may be 

finally achieved. The Christian’s awareness of God’s persistent concern in 

human history is due to the creative work of the Holy Spirit in his own life 

(Devanandan, 1962:154). 

The Church cannot preach acts of loving-kindness to the hungry, the 

thirsty, the imprisoned and the naked unless it too is a Church in mission, 

which bears these same sufferings. No Gospel is harsher than Matthew 

on an ethic of words without deeds. No Gospel is more eloquent on the 

dialectic  of concealment  and  revelation,  of  weakness  and  power.  The 

ethic which the Church proposes to the nations must be an ethic to which 

the Church gives living witness in the midst of the nations (Donahue, 

1986:31). It is only by acts of kindness that one gives witness to the 

kingdom and the least, the unrighteous, to the love of the father (Farmer, 

1998:1321). 

The church needs to consider the needs of the community in order to 

minister relevantly to the lost. Acts 2:44–47 says that all that believed 

were together, and had all things in common and sold their possessions 

and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need. And they, 

continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from 

house to house, did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart, 

praising and having favour with all the people. And the Lord added to the 

church daily such as should be saved. 

In other words, the early church grew as a result of giving to those 

who are in need and vulnerable. They distributed possessions and goods 

to all men according to their needs, regardless of race, age and gender. 

The church must break out of her four pillars and reach out to the world, 

not only through preaching and singing but through giving to the world. 

The world has been evangelised through sermons. In addition, the world 

can be reached through ministering to the needs of the poor, especially the 

homeless. 
 

 

Contextual reflection on Matthew 25:31–46 
 

The participants gave the following responses to the question of what the 

text was about: 

•    Judgment day 

•    Loving each other 

•    Caring for the needy 
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•    Helping people 

•    Rejecting the poor 

•    Different people who exist and how they treat each other 

•    Doing to others what God has done 

•    Always be welcoming 

•    Charity work 

•    Respecting others so that they can respect one back 

•    Respect one another with dignity 

•    For every action there is a reaction 

•    Fearing God and taking care of other people 

•    Reward for works of kindness 
 

The above responses can be grouped into those which seek to ensure 

the sustenance of physical life and those that seek to enhance psycho- 

spiritual wellbeing. These would be based on the idea of the “fear of God” 

who has extended his kindness to humanity with expectation that it be 

extended further. Failure in this regard brings judgement, while success 

attracts a divine reward. This sense of sacred responsibility towards each 

other, specifically the poor and therefore needy, becomes obvious in the 

way participants opted to see the recipients of merciful deeds through the 

creation perspective rather than a redemption one. In other words, the 

vulnerability of the human creature and not the fact that one is Christian is 

what demands a compassionate response. 

Participants identified hunger, thirst, sickness, nakedness, incarceration 

and estrangement as conditions warranting concern in the text. One 

summarised the text to be worried about response to basic human rights. 

There was no problem identifying the “I” that was ‘hungry, thirsty, naked, 

sick, jailed and a stranger’ with Jesus whom they also referred to as ‘Son 

of man and king who would one day judge the nations’. Some debate 

took place regarding how Jesus would have gone through these situations 

– almost a mirror of the question asked by those on his left-hand side in 

the parable. One train of thought argued for Jesus’ actual experience of 

some of these deprivations within the context of Passion Week. Another 

saw him taking over the experiences of his followers and making them 

his own. Yet another, a version of the second one, grounded Jesus’ 

identification in creation and not redemption. Jesus was thus identifying 

with the deprivation of the neglected of his beloved human creation. 

Contextually, the concept of “the least” was seen to refer to the 

homeless, orphans, the vulnerable, abused men, women and children, 

fatherless children and prostitutes on the streets. A heated debate ensued, 

regarding volition and abuse. The matter revolved around Christ dying 
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on the cross and a sex worker who willingly offers her services. The 

argument was that Christ offered himself to beating and death. Therefore, 

he was not abused. In the same way, there was no abuse in a sex worker 

who willingly offered her services. The counter-argument appealed to 

experience with the sex workers by inviting others to “sit and listen to 

people’s stories”, including the ‘pimps’ and concluded with the statement: 

“Many are owned”. 

The next batch of questions wanted to find out how business, 

government and the church were responding to the needs of those the 

participants identified as “the least”. Business was seen to be ambivalent 

in its response because of its profit focus. The slow economy was 

considered a contributory factor. As for government, it was seen as 

particularly  unhelpful  and  blame  was  put  on  corruption  and  failure 

to implement existing plans. Regarding the church, the participants 

identified themselves as part of the church and acknowledged the positive 

role churches play in conducting workshops for the homeless community 

and building morale. However, they also lamented the “mushrooming” 

of some churches which promised much without delivering. True to their 

self-identification as part of the church, the participants said “we should 

be compassionate enough” to “help in the community” and “engage with 

people of all sexes”. This response highlights their sense that compassion 

lies  at the  heart  of  ministering  to  “the  least”,  but  it also  foregrounds 

lurking sexism that needs to be attended to. No emphasis was laid on the 

response of business and government besides the insinuated wish for the 

former to cease being ambivalent and the latter to root out corruption and 

implement existing plans that seek to alleviate the plight of marginalised 

communities within the city. 
 

 

Synthesis 
 

Although in the session where Matthew 25:31–46 was read, the voice of 

the learned reader was not expressed, it finds expression in this study. Of 

interest is how the learned and ordinary readers compare in their reading of 

the said text and what synthesis can be made. Both readers noted that the 

text is about compassionate response to situations of deprivation, divine 

appraisal and judgment given on the basis of response (or lack thereof) 

to deprivation, as well as Christ’s identification with those suffering 

deprivation as the deciding factor in judgment. 

There was agreement between the views of the ordinary readers and 

trained readers as they both put the church at the centre of responding 
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compassionately to the suffering of others with whom Christ identifies. 

The  ordinary  readers  acknowledged  that  the  church  was  responding 

to  the  plight  of  the  homeless  in Tshwane.  However,  they  wished  for 

more compassion and faithfulness in carrying out the promises that are 

made by sections of the church. Interestingly, these ordinary readers 

identified themselves as part of the church, despite them being also part 

of the community in need of compassionate ministry. This made them a 

suffering church that calls out for a compassionate  response, primarily 

from fellow believers. In this instance, the argument that Chamblin 

(2005:1–3), Dienga (2011:66) and Evans (2012:423) make that “the least 

of these my brethren” in Matthew 25 refers to Christians finds contextual 

vindication in people who identify as belonging to the church while being 

simultaneously marginalised. Although these ordinary readers said little 

about their own marginal existence as homeless migrants in the city of 

Tshwane in favour of calling forth Christian agency in themselves as part 

of the church, their presence cried out for justice within the household of 

God. Failure to heed the justice call means failure to read Christ’s warning 

in Matthew 25 and makes his judgment all the more certain. 

The call the ordinary readers made that the church must be more 

compassionate to the deprived and marginalised in the city of Tshwane, 

irrespective of religious affiliation of these needy people, was again echoed 

among some learned readers. One such reader is Archbishop Emeritus 

Desmond Tutu, according to Chamblin (2005). Although Dienga (2011) 

starts off restricting the application of “the least” to the Disciples of Christ, 

his interest in identifying African migrants at risk of xenophobic violence 

in South Africa as ‘strangers’ made him transcend the initial narrow focus 

in favour of including all poor and needy people. Pieterse (2013), in his 

research of how Matthew 25:31–46 was being interpreted in the South 

African context of poverty, finds that all twenty-six ministers of the Dutch 

Reformed Church he studied, and who were from across the country, read 

“the least” as everyone caught in a situation of deprivation. Their task 

in preaching from this text was to mobilise the church on behalf of the 

marginalised, just as the ordinary readers also wished. 

Otherwise,  the applicability  of the argument  to extend  compassion 

has  challenges  where  deprivation  and  faith  in  Christ  do  not  co-exist 

in the same person and/or community. In the context of deprivation, it 

makes sense to read “the least” as everyone who is needy, as it enables 

mobilisation of various resources in the hands of the church. In a South 

Africa where certain sectors of the church have garnered land, educational 

and financial resources, the reading of ‘the least’ in this way is important, 
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as it confronts the church with the need to respond to the inequality and 

injustice from within. The homeless people of the City of Tshwane and 

others  elsewhere  become  those  with  whom  Christ  identifies. Through 

the parable in Matthew 25:31–46, Christ calls all those who would be 

saved to take action that ameliorates the conditions of the marginalised 

communities such as the homeless in the City of Tshwane. 
 

 

Conclusion 
 

Matthew 25:31–46 reminds us that we need to demonstrate love and 

kindness to the homeless and the poor in our communities. However, the 

love that we demonstrate should be accomplished by justice in order to 

be complete. The church must sacrifice for others the same way Christ 

sacrificed  on  the  cross.  The  church  must  bear  the  sufferings  that  are 

present in the world. The church must not ignore the homeless in her 

community but must endeavour to care for them. However, the church 

must be careful not to lose her core business – that is, witnessing to the 

lost in her community. 
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