May only the truth be spoken here and only the truth be heard.  Amen.  Please be seated(
As you can see Richard and Shelly have returned, but only yesterday.  It did not seem right to ask him to prepare a sermon when he just had to give the father of the bride speech, even though he probably could do one easily  So…here I am!

I do have a joke for you this morning:

Looking out into the congregation, the young minister noted that

the bishop was in attendance. After the service was over, the minister

was shaking hands as the bishop exited.

  "How did you like my sermon, Bishop," the young man asked.

  "Young man, it was like the peace and mercy of God," replied the

bishop. "It was like his peace in that it passed all understanding

and like his mercy in that I thought it would endure forever."

 Hopefully as I share some thoughts and reflections this morning, they will be understood and I promise you it will not endure forever.

Today we celebrate the Reign of Christ.  When I hear the word REIGN, I think of royalty, of a King or a Queen as I’m sure you do.  And indeed Jesus is King – I think what is exciting is that he is a King in many different ways.    If you look at this icon that is usually above the credence table we see Jesus as a Shepherd, looking after his flock, seeking lost sheep and bringing them back to the fold…a shepherd King just as God said he was a shepherd in our reading from Ezekial.  In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians  Paul talks about the power Jesus is given after the resurrection….he sits at the right hand of God , has authority and dominion overall things for the church- very powerful.  A King much the same as those of old who ruled with absolute authority.   But he is  King who reigns with compassion and in the Gospel we see Jesus as a King who is hungry, thirsty, naked, a stranger, sick and in prison.  

And I think what these stories tell us is that Jesus is a King for all, for all people and for all nations.  The Reign of Christ is a work in progress but the Gospel today shows us how we can all help to bring it to fruition.
.    The chapter title in my bible says Judgement of the Nations…it has always been a passage that I found harsh, unforgiving and rather scary.  I always wondered and worried…which would I be judged as – a sheep or a goat.  I don’t want to be eternally punished.  I want eternal life.
However, I had  conversation with Andreas and he made me see the passage in a different light.  First of all, it is a parable, a story, a way for Jesus to teach the disciples a lesson .  It is a dialogue between Jesus and the nations of the world.  It isn’t something that has actually happened yet.  But  It does point out in a very vivid way, with a warning  that there is good and bad in the world, there is suffering in the world and we do have some choices to make.  

 We can’t help but see suffering…in this age of instant communication we see atrocities committed around the world and if we walk downtown we see suffering right here at home..  people homeless, addicted, lost.  I know for myself  when I see so much suffering I often wonder where God is .And then I remember a great story that has circulated for some time ….  One night a woman dreamt that she was conversing with God and she was angry about the evil and the suffering in the world.  And she said, “God, why don’t you do something?”  And He said, “I did, I created you”.  Wow!   That is quite a responsibility.Where would we start?  But…. All of us who claim to be Christian have a role to play in helping others in this world and bringing about the kingdom of God and the gospel today is telling us this.  We don’t have to do it all at once but we do need to do something.

I think it is interesting in the Gospel that both the sheep and the goats seem to be surprised with what Jesus is saying,  The sheep say, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink?” even though he has commended them, and The goats say when he rebukes them…. “Lord when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked, sick or in prison and did not take care of you”?  Neither group seemed to know their actions were directed toward Jesus.  The goats simply did not seem to care and the sheep were showing kindness to a fellow in need without even recognizing that it was an expression  of their attitude toward Jesus.  The parable does make an assumption that those who follow God will automatically treat others as they would treat Jesus.  Experience teaches, however, that isn’t always the case.  So is the final judgement concerned with how people respond to Jesus himself as represented by people on earth.  Jesus is saying…  When we look at a friend, a homeless person, a person with any kind of illness, a stranger, a prisoner….we are looking at him.  We should want to help.

At a time when our church, in fact our diocese, is looking at mission, this Gospel really tells us what we need to do.  It is not knowledge of scripture, tithing, or church attendance that is  most important to Jesus.  It is our obedience to love God and love one another – We need to be a servant, a disciple, to use our gifts and abilities to bring people to a relationship with God.    Now, let me be clear, I’m not saying stay home from church, don’t read your bible and don’t give what you can.  I’m just saying that they are not the most important thing we are called to do.

We have a congregation of kind people, friendly people and people who truly care for others.  We make lunches for the Bissell Center, we have Outreach projects that help others, we host the Food Bank and I know Jim and those who man it visit with and care for people who come to pick up hampers.  But I wonder what most of us do when we meet a homeless person who is asking for money– do we look them in the eye or do we pass them by?  I, myself, have done both.  Jesus is saying, he is that homeless person.  Knowing that, will our response be different.

I belong to a Book Club and it was almost prophetic when the book chosen for this month was entitled The Prison Book Club by Ann Walmsley.  It is a true story of her helping to run a book club in Colins Bay Penitentiary, a medium security site,  in Ontario. 

Her friend Carol Finlay is a woman of faith, an enterepreneur , a volunteer with many charities.  While in France she, had visited with Jean Vanier at the “L’Arche community where developmentally delayed people live with their care givers. We have a community in this area and in fact several years ago we had Joyce and Robbie  worship with us.  While visiting, Jean  told Carol that if she really wanted to have an impact with those less fortunate, if she really wanted to serve  she should visit people in mental health institutions or prisoners because that was where the greatest suffering in society existed. And so on her return home to Canada she decided to start Book Clubs in prisons as a way to interact with and minister to prisoners. And she got permission to do that.  The book we are reading is about the author, Ann’s journey in a Book Club with Carol and with the prisoners and how she comes to see them as people , to look into their eyes and hearts– yes, they have done wrong things but that does not define them totally.   This book isn’t about religion but it is definitely about compassion and empathy, interacting with those who are separated from society– about seeing good in people and ministering to those in need. For me it was enlightening to see how much empathy these men had for characters in the books they read.  In fact, there is research to show that reading fiction actually fosters empathy in prison settings and that is a marvellous outcome.

Carol and Ann are definitely fulfilling part of the “ask” made by Jesus – visiting those in prison.

(an interesting sidebar –when I was telling Andreas about the book he said he went to University with Carol Finlay’s daughter).

God is active in our world, and there are expectations of us.  And Jesus, as Christ the King is the universal judge.  I’m sure we will be judged in some way on how we interact with our fellow man but really our path is laid out for us.    Jesus wants us to love God and love one another – to show compassion kindness, empathy, hospitality and mercy.  It is an ultimate pattern for living.  And in this Gospel, Jesus has told us where to look for him – in all those people we meet every day.

I couldn’t help but think of Mother Teresa when reading this passage.  She was a true disciple – someone who put others before herself, someone  who had doubts just like us.  Someone others have questioned.  She was real.  And I think she “got it” – the message of this Gospel when she said:

I see Jesus in every human being.  I say to myself, this is hungry Jesus, I must feed him.  This is sick Jesus.  This one has leprosy or gangrene, I must wash him and tend to him.  I serve because I love Jesus.
If all people in all nations saw Jesus in every person they encountered I expect we would have a very different world.   .
Amen!
