This morning as we celebrate the feast of Christ the King, I want to think with you about three questions;

1. What kind of king is this?

2. How can I meet him?

3. How can I serve him?

Now these three questions are too big to answer fully. Indeed we have in these questions a lifetime’s work and exploration. So I want to answer those three questions by looking at our two readings this morning from Ezekiel 34 and Matthew 25.

What kind of King is this?

In the Ezekiel passage we see a familiar image used to describe God in his relationship with his people Israel, that of the Shepherd. It is, of course, an image used by Jesus of himself when he said “I am the Good Shepherd”. By using this image Jesus is making a striking claim. First, there is an identity between his ministry and the activity of God himself. Just as God of old shepherded his people Israel, so too Jesus will be the Good Shepherd for his people. Secondly, he claims identity with the shepherd of David’s line appointed by God to do his work. 

I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them; he will tend them and be their shepherd.

 So the passage from Ezekiel will help us understand what kind of king Jesus is: he is, like his heavenly Father, a shepherd king. And immediately we have to make a bit of an adjustment in our thinking because keeping sheep and ruling a kingdom don’t necessarily go together. So this shepherd king is a different kind of king to the sort we are used to. It’s not so much crowns, sceptres and empires as risk, love and compassion.

And in the Ezekiel passage this becomes clear.

I myself will tend my sheep and make them lie down, declares the Sovereign LORD. I will search for the lost and bring back the strays. I will bind up the injured and strengthen the weak …
So this king is a king of love, one who is on a constant search and rescue mission: “I myself will search out my sheep … I will rescue them…” It is not usual for kings to concern themselves quite so specifically with their subjects. This king goes out looking, especially for the lost, the injured, the weak. In Ezekiel, this refers to the people of Israel in exile. In the gospels, Jesus the Good Shepherd not only searches for the lost sheep but he is willing to lay down his life for them. This king is a king of compassion who is always on the side of the weak and dispossessed and this it seems to me is very important to grasp as we think about our remaining two questions.
But before we move onto the second question we need to notice a link between our two readings. This shepherd king is king of the ragamuffins, the broken hearted, the lonely and the downcast and he is a king who judges on their behalf against the mighty and the arrogant. So in Ezekiel, God says:
I will judge between one sheep and another.

This is the God of the Magnificat who:
      hath put down the mighty from their seat
      and hath exalted the humble and meek.

      he hath filled the hungry with good things 

      and the rich he hath sent empty away.

When we turn to Matthew 25 and our second question we need to bear this word of judgement in mind.

How can I meet him?

How can you and I encounter this shepherd king? There are lots of ways we could answer that particular question but I want to look at what we learn in the story of the sheep and the goats from Matthew’s gospel because here we given a very startling answer to our question. 

If you wanted to meet the Queen or a head of state you would find access very difficult. For all sorts of no doubt very good reasons, they are protected from the likes of you and me. We can not get at them, they sit behind an impenetrable wall of security. Their distance from us adds to their mystique. They must be powerful to be so very much set apart. Were you fortunate enough to get an invite to palace of the kings of this world it would be entirely on their terms and you would no doubt find yourself overawed in grand rooms with antique furniture and ancient paintings on the walls. Everything reminds you of their power and their status and that fact that it is a great privilege for you to be in their presence.
So how can you meet Jesus? 

“The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’
You need not wait for a gilded invitation. You need not petition a whole phalanx of flunkeys in fancy uniforms. You can meet him today, tomorrow, this week. You can meet him in the need of others. In serving the hungry, homeless, sick, imprisoned and lonely we serve Jesus. When we fail to help one of the least of Jesus’ brothers and sisters we fail to help Jesus. This is the judgement we make on ourselves. But when we bind up the wounds of another it is Jesus’ wounds we tend. And this became a very important thing for the early church and a wonderful motive for caring for those in need. In the early days, Christians kept a spare straw mattress, a candle and some bread in case Jesus should knock at the door in the form of a stranger in need. The poor, rather than being stigmatised and despised, became precious bearers of Christ. If you know the story of Papa Panov you will understand this tradition that we meet Jesus in the stranger who comes to our door for help. So where to meet Jesus? Not in halls and palaces but in the face of the one who is poor, hungry, homeless, imprisoned.
And the actual encounter seems to be very important. We tend to try and keep those in need at arm’s length. We might be happy to give to charity but not so comfortable in actually involving our lives in the lives those who are in immediate need. We are a society that happily raises £21 million for Children in Need but allows baby P to die with a broken back and multiple injuries in our midst. (I notice that in the story of the Good Samaritan money only comes into the equation after the man’s wounds are bound up and the Samaritan carried him to the safety of an inn. Only then is money given to the innkeeper to look after his further needs. First comes the meeting, the involvement, the active caring.)  
It’s not that we shouldn’t give to charity. I’m sure we should. How else might we meet the urgent needs in the DR Congo? Today you will take home an envelope for the Children’ Society. Fill it to the brim with crisp £20 notes! But we cannot contract out compassion to charities, social workers or other agencies who shield us from the raw need of the world. We are called to find Jesus in the face of those who come to us in need. And if we turn from this face to face, heart to heart encounter we will miss our audience with the king.
Which point leads to our last question, which may in many ways be the most important one for us today and one I’d like us to take time to reflect upon again in a moment:

How do I serve him? 
What does it mean to live in the kingdom of shepherd king? What does it mean for me if one of the ways I will meet him is the face of the poor? Living in the kingdom of the shepherd king means first of all that we do so because of his grace and his love. We are the ones whom he has bound up and searched out and rescued and this is where is all starts and what follows is simply our response to this grace and love. 
Matthew 25 makes it clear we serve him by becoming more and more like him. Ezekiel tells us that God binds up the lost and wounded. Matthew 25 tells us that we must do the same. And this is the toughest part of the call because, as we have already said, it can be so much easier to disengage ourselves from the needs of others, hold them at a distance and satisfy our conscience by letting other people deal with them. People in need will, by definition, take up our time and our energies. There is something about giving of this time and energy (and where appropriate, money too) that creates the kind of kingdom that the shepherd king himself lived and preached. It is through giving our time and energy that we are deeply enriched because in this way we meet with Jesus amongst the ones who longs to bind up and restore, the “little ones”, the ones who are generally disregarded or become the object of rather impersonal attempts at charity.
Next Sunday is Advent Sunday. This time of year, if the blare of Christmas lights and forecasts of economic gloom allow us, we begin to think again about the mystery of the incarnation. It’s a fine theological word incarnation. It means becoming flesh. It is about God taking on our flesh and blood in Jesus. God does not come as a remote and mighty king. He does not come as a charitable project. He comes as a person, made flesh, incarnated in the messy, fleshy world of human pain and need. He comes to search and rescue as our shepherd king and his court is amongst of the poor and lonely and he calls us to join him there and, strengthened by his presence, to live in his kingdom of love and grace.
