Sermon for Christ the King Sunday—Year A
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November 23, 2008 

Texts:  Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24; Psalm 95:1-7a; Ephesians 1:15-23; 

Matthew 25:31-46 

For many of you in this congregation,

The words that will end this time of worship

Will have special meaning today.

Jean will end this service today

By speaking the words

Go in peace.  Serve the Lord.

Today will be a day of service for many of you today.

Many of you will pray over a prayer quilt

Some of you may deliver one of those prayer quilts.

Some of you may go to visit the sick

Some of you will assist with a worship service at a nursing home.
Some of you may shop for a Christmas present

For our Listen family

Or for items needed by newly arrived refugee families

Many of you will collect food

Or assemble food boxes,

Or deliver those food boxes to our neighbors.

You will serve, because you know that there is a need

And you feel called to meet that need.

You will probably never know

How that service will affect those served.

You may drop off a food box

At a trailer off a back road somewhere up on Route 4.

You may even see the gruff inhabitant of the trailer.

Perhaps you will hand a box 

To someone in the Methodist church vestry.

The person may seem embarrassed or perhaps even rude.

What you will never know,

Is what that food box will mean to that person,
Physically or psychologically.

The people at the worship service at the nursing home

May seem distant or even uninterested.

What you may not notice is the way
In which the music or a familiar passage or prayer
Caused a light to briefly shine in one person’s face.

If you visit someone who is sick or shut-in

You will not know 

What impact your visit has,

Or what it means to that person to see someone

From the “outside.”

We can never predict the outcome of the service we provide.
We soldier on, because there are needs that need to be met.

Alex Haley, the author of Roots

Tells a story about an incident that occurred to his father.

His father was a middle child in a share cropper’s family

Most of the children were able to attend school for only a few years, 
Before going to work full time on the farm.

Because his father was bright,

The family helped him to stay in school

And he even found a way to start college.

His father had to work multiple jobs

In order to fund his college and living expenses, 

Even while going to school full time.

During the summer between his junior and senior years

He was working as a porter on the railroad.

One night on a long run he had a patron, 

Who just wanted to talk to him.

Haley’s father took the time to listen to the sad old man’s woes.

As the summer ended, his father seriously considered

Not going back to school.

The effort to work and carry a full load of courses
Didn’t seem worth the effort.

Just as he was about to decide

To join his family in sharecropping,

He received word from the President of his college,
That the older gentleman that he had listened to
On that train all during that long night

Had called the college 

And arranged for his last year’s tuition and living expenses

To be paid in advance.  

His father’s service in listening to the sorrowful older man

Lifted the man’s heart and stirred generosity in it.

In turn, the man’s gift,

Meant the different for Haley’s father,

Between a life of sharecropping

And a life in a professional position.

Neither Haley’s father, nor the older gentleman

Could realize at the time

What their actions had meant to the other. 

Just as we, who feed the hungry,

Cloth the poor,

Or visit the sick

Rarely experience the impact of our actions.  

Jesus says in this morning’s Gospel from Matthew

“Just as you did to the least of these,

You have done for me.”

In Matthew Gospel neither those who had fed the hungry

Nor those who had neglected to feed them,

Realized that Jesus was present among them.
Those who cared for the “least of these”
Stepped out of their comfort zones
And took action to meet a human need.

In Jesus’ time, most people

Felt a strong responsibility toward their extended family,

And their immediate social network.

Families cared for their members.

To fail to do so would have been shameful.

But very few people felt any accountability

For anyone beyond their clan.
The society Jesus lived in also had a very clear class structure.

There was a small group of people aligned to the Roman government

Or leaders in the ruling religious party,

Or large landowners

Who had most of the power

And most of the money.

Most of the rest of the people were tenant farmers,

Much like Alex Haley’s father’s family,

Who always lived just at the edge of poverty.

For the people in Jesus’ society,

Someone from the “least of these”

May well have been outside the extended family,
Or in a different part of the class structure, 

And consequently nearly invisible.  

Our society today has its own version of inside groups

And power structures.

In our upwardly mobile society,

We are less likely to be defined by our family

Than by the neighborhood we live in,

The schools we attended

Or the jobs we do.  

In our version of inside and outside groups,

Someone who lives on the other side of town,

Or in the wrong town,

Or the other side of the highway

May well be invisible to us.

Sheltered in our home or our community,
We may not see the hungry and the homeless,

While those in prison or the psychiatric ward

Are nearly always beyond our range of vision.  
Jesus told the people gathered around him

That when they reached out

To meet basic human needs,

Among the least of the members of their society,

They were feeding, clothing and housing him.

The people who were indeed doing so,

Had no clue that they were serving Jesus.

They were totally unaware

Of Jesus’ presence in the stranger. 

For us too, when we serve our neighbor

Rarely do we see Christ.

When we visit the person in the nursing home

Who has a vacant stare,

Or when we step beyond the locked doors 

Of the prison or psychiatric ward,

Or prepare a meal

In the kitchen of the homeless shelter,

Or carry a box of food

To the threshold of the broken down trailer,

It is nearly impossible to imagine Christ,

In the faces of the people we are serving.  

Yet Christ, himself tells us,

That when we do these very things,

We are indeed serving him.  

Take note that Christ tells us

That we are serving in him

When we are doing simple things,

Meeting basic human needs.

Jesus doesn’t tell us we have to solve world hunger

Or cure cancer,

Or empty out the prisons,

To serve him.

We need only feed one hungry person,

Or comfort one sick person

Or simply visit someone who is in prison,

To see Christ. 

The good news for us

Is that we can meet Christ,

In doing simple things,

And we can find him

In the places we would least expect to the Divine One. 

Although in this morning’s Gospel text,

Christ talks about throne and kingdoms,

And refers to himself both as a king and the Son of Man,

We know that this is the same Jesus,

Who had an unwed mother,

Whose parents were turned away by the innkeeper,
And who died a criminal’s death on the staves of a cross.

This is the Jesus who is hidden

Under the appearance of the opposite.

Ours is a God,

Who shows up in all the least God-like places.

And it is in those same un-God-like places,
And among the least likely people,

That we will indeed encounter Christ. 
This afternoon you may come to know Christ,

In the crusty old man,

Who picks up his food box from you.

You may see Christ’s face,

As you tie a knot in one of the prayer quilts

We will dedicate later in this service.

Ours is a God,

Who promises a kingdom for God’s people

And who at the same time is visible,
When we serve the least among us,

In places that are not at all kingly.

We don’t serve in order to earn a place in God’s kingdom.

Christ’s death earned that place for us,

And it is given to us as a gift.

We reject that gift

Only when we fail to see Christ

In faces of those who are in need or who are hurting.  
Go in peace,

Secure in the Good News of God’s love for you,

And God’s place for you in the kingdom.

Serve the Lord, and act as God’s hands   

Among all those who are the least of us,
And in all the least regal places you can imagine. 

May you encounter Christ in those people and in those places. 

Amen
