“I will feed them with justice.” Rev Allister Lane
Sermon 20 November 2011 

Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24

Matthew 25:31-46
This is the second week we’ve heard a reading that ends with words of strong judgment, …and then our readers conclude “This is the Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God”.       Really…? 

Last Sunday the reading concluded about those destined for the outer darkness “where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt 25:30) 
And today the reading ends with clear judgement involving ‘eternal punishment’ and ‘eternal life’.

What are we to make of this harsh-sounding judgment in the Bible?

How does this stack up against the Gospel message of love and grace?

What is Jesus telling us about the nature of the Kingdom of God?

This morning the news media are reporting that Gaddafi's son, Saif al-Islam has been captured. It is also being reported that the new leadership in Libya are making arrangements to hand Saif al-Islam over to the International Criminal Court.
The International Criminal Court, located at The Hague in the Netherlands, is a new way for the population of the world to conduct its affairs. 

In the face of horrendous abuses of power, the worldwide community has come together and declared that we will not stand by and watch injustice flourish. 

Sadly the vision for justice which established this International Criminal Court has been subverted by the executions this year of bin Laden and Gaddafi (Snr).              
For however much we might think they ‘deserved it’ both executions were carried out without trial. And without such a process, justice will be compromised.

Of course when I say without a trial ‘justice will be compromised’                          
I acknowledge I’m making assumptions about what the nature of justice is.

Justice is one of the most profound longings of the human race. If there is no justice, then deep within ourselves we know that something is out of joint. 

And yet, justice is hard to define and even harder still to put into practice.

Bishop Tom Wright comments that:

'justice' doesn't simply mean 'punishing wickedness', though that is regularly involved. It means bringing the world back into balance. Central to the Jewish and Christian traditions is the belief that this passionate longing for justice comes from the creator God himself. Jews and Christians believe that he will eventually do justice on a worldwide scale, in a way that the International Court can only dream of. God's judgment will be seen to be just. The world will be put to rights.

Both the readings today, from Old and New Testament, speak of this expectation that God’s justice will come to the world. 
And the common imagery of both readings is that this justice will come through a Shepherd. 
But not your average shepherd, rather one enthroned in holiness and executing justice with God’s power and authority; a Shepherd King.
The picture of the Shepherd King in Matthew’s Gospel is the Son of Man separating out the sheep from the goats.

In Ezekiel the picture is of the Shepherd King separating out the sheep from the sheep. The judgement is between the weak sheep and the fat & strong sheep. 

“I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. 21Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged...” (Ezekiel 34:20-22)

Like in the story Jesus tells in Matthew’s Gospel, the Shepherd King shows discrimination toward the population of sheep. And yet whilst he discriminates between the population of animals, he does so because of the consistency in executing true justice.

“I will feed them with justice.”

Surely this could apply to not just the weak but also to the fat & strong.

“I will feed them with justice.”

A diet of justice will mean different things depending on one’s situation.

A diet of justice will bring some up and bring others down.

A diet of justice in a sinful and distorted world will bring a reckoning, a sorting out – for some it will be good news, for others it will be bad news. 

Crucial to the understanding of this diet of justice is the identity of the Shepherd King.

The Shepherd King anticipated in Ezekiel, is the same Shepherd King telling the story in Matthew’s Gospel.
He is the same whom we anticipate from the first day of Advent next Sunday.

He is both the baby born in Bethlehem we remember at Christmas time, and the Son of Man whom we anticipate coming again in God’s glory at the end of time.

We understand God’s justice not in some abstract metering out of divine law but in the person of Jesus Christ.
God’s justice is not an arbitrary, impersonal judgement but is a person, who offers us relationship.

Jesus is the revelation of God, and so God’s justice is found in him; as is God’s mercy and grace.

The Gospel of Christ is a message of love – but it’s love that is active, and transformative. 

It has been said before, but is worth reiterating: God loves us and cares for us, so much so that God’s love extends far beyond securing us a personal cosmic bliss when we die. 
Indeed in our worship together we expect God’s love to encounter us in the living Word.

God’s living Word comes not only to comfort us but also to confront us.

God’s Word feeds us with justice.
Hear again the words we prayed before our Bible readings, the Prayer of Illumination:

Holy God,

your word is sharper than a two-edged sword,

piercing both heart and conscience with many wounds.

Let the sword of the Spirit pierce us through,

and grant that the wounds

which are made by your justice and righteousness

may be healed by your mercy and grace;

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen.

God’s justice and righteousness is found together with God’s mercy and grace in the living Word, Jesus Christ, the Shepherd King.

As the community of his disciples we are sustained on a diet of justice and it is a diet of justice that we have to offer the world.

Justice is not only at the highest level, for only the very worst of crimes. 

The International Criminal Court situations are often termed ‘crimes against humanity’ and yet any act of injustice, whatever scale is surely a crime against humanity.

Surely as we encounter the Shepherd King we are implicated in the pursuit of justice for all? 
And, if so, then a commitment to local community is a great place to start. 
So we celebrate those who identify with the community of the church where the Word of God confronts us and draws us toward the fulfilment of the Kingdom of God. We celebrate the new members welcomed today who, because of their faith in the Shepherd King, identify with the church in this place.
The church is a community of justice – but not like a court of law. 

As I’ve already said; God’s justice is not abstract, and it cannot be mechanically applied or forcibly imposed. 

The church is tasked with a much broader and deeper pursuit of justice. 
God’s justice of shalom, wholeness, fulfilment of our humanity is discovered in the context of God’s community.  It is lived out together. A diet of justice is something we share and take in again and again; we are never ‘sorted’ to the point we don’t need any more.
So as a community of justice, let me identify a couple of possible ‘dishes’ for us to consider in our diet of justice...

Firstly, we can practice hospitality.

Jesus story of the sheep and the goats invites us to examine our practices of hospitality and presence.  Feeding the hungry, giving drink to the thirsty, welcoming the stranger, clothing the naked, and visiting the sick and the prisoners reflect Jesus' own ministry among the

"little ones" and the "least ones". And it is precisely this ministry that Jesus associates us into.

As a church community, St John’s was involved in the Downtown Community Ministry’s (DCM) food bank collection yesterday. 
The partnership with DCM is one practical approach to meaningfully serve the most vulnerable in our community, and extending justice for all. 

Secondly, we can vote next Saturday in the General Election.

Voting is another way we can pursue justice for our society.

In the latest issue of the Presbyterian Church magazine SPANZ, there is commentary on the well being of children and families, including a brief outline of each political party’s policies.
The Rev Lance Thomas’ of Rotorua identifies a measure of success that seems to me to be based squarely within God’s justice:

“The richness of a society is seen in the treatment of our oldest and our youngest. The young in particular are the first victims of families on the fringe of viability. I would like to see financial and welfare policies that develop a richer society, not just a wealthier one.”

I encourage you to read this commentary and to pray for discernment in casting your votes on Saturday.
The readings today confront us with God’s justice, and the strong tone of judgement does not allow us to feel smug. 

God’s Word offers us wonderful promises and certainty in our relationship with the God of grace.

And at the same time (because of our relationship with God) we are required to be always watchful; attending carefully, faithfully, and creatively to Christ's presence among the least of our brothers and sisters. 
So we enter into the season of Advent next week, in anticipation of the Shepherd King.

And his Kingdom belongs not to the self-proclaimed righteous ones, but to those who continually hunger and thirst for God's righteousness, which leads not to smugness, but to the cross.

The Shepherd King who was brutally executed; who knows the full extent of human suffering promises: “I shall feed them with justice.”

“This is the Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God”.   

Amen
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