The Servant King
Isaiah 42:1-9 and Matthew 3:13-17
Act 1: Scene 1.  London Kings Cross Station on a winter’s evening sometime in the early 1990s.  
I am on my daily commute, rushing to catch a train home from work, when a voice comes over the tannoy: “We regret to inform passengers that the 18.16 to Royston has been delayed”.  I forget the excuse – leaves on the line, wrong type of snow, or possibly just delayed because of a previous delay – but it doesn’t really matter.  A little later another message: “We regret to inform passengers that the delayed 18.16 to Royston will tonight be formed of four coaches (rather than the usual eight)”.  
The crush on the platform increases as the passenger jostle for position in real life Wacky Races – it’s all about optimising the chances of getting a seat.  Over the tops of many heads I see our Circuit Superintendent trying to catch the same train, there being no hope of speaking to her, I concentrate on my strategy.  I seek out the likely position of the very last door on the train.  This one has the advantage that it only opens from the outside.  Hence when the incoming train arrives, and passengers are busy piling out of the other doors, I may be able to sneak on and grab a seat before others.  I shuffle stealthily along the platform, careful not to stand too near the edge, where it is possible to be caught in the slow lane having to approach the door from the side.  As the train pulls in, the stampede starts, and I slip subtly in front of an elderly lady as she tries to pick up her bag and, with a few more shunts of the shoulder find the safety of the seats inside.  A smug smile of satisfaction crosses my face.  My strategy has worked.  I can relax for the journey home.   

Then I remember the Super.  I wonder if she had managed onto the train.  At that moment a gentleman opposite me gives up his seat for the very same old lady that I had pushed past in the crowd.  And instinctively I know that no self-respecting Methodist minister would have found a seat on that train.  For, as I was ashamed to admit, the war to win a place to sit ran contrary to a gospel that promotes the weak, offers grace to the needy, and never stints in giving from one’s own fullness to meet the emptiness of others.  

-------------

It’s a long time ago, but I’ve never forgotten that train journey.  It brought home to me exactly what today’s lectionary readings are on about.  The passage we read from Isaiah is the first of four passages collectively known as the Servant Songs.  They speak of one who is persistent and patient through all manner of suffering, one who is willing to give up his life for others, one who will never falter, never break down but will make justice shine in every race.  The image in the first of the Songs that we read is of the temple lamp which was a symbol of the King and was never allowed to go out, but was always there providing light for people in their darkness.

The Suffering Servant was a new kind of redemptive figure in Jewish thinking.  It is not known who might have been the archetype for this role – maybe Jeremiah, maybe Hosea, maybe one of the kings of that period such as Uzziah or Jehoiachin – but the figure first presented in Isaiah and taken up by several the other minor prophets, clearly captured the imagination of the people and became a critical part of messianic preaching.  
And, of course, it was applied significantly to Jesus.  In Matthew’s gospel we read of the baptism of Jesus in which a voice from heaven declares: “This is my Son, my Beloved, on whom my favour rests”.  If that isn’t sufficiently clear as a reference to Isaiah 42:1, then Matthew quotes the reference in full just a few chapters later (12:18): “Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, my beloved on whom my favour rests”.  And then in Chapter 17 at the Transfiguration we hear these words again: “This is my Son, my beloved, on whom my favour rests; listen to him”.  Three times, at key moments in his gospel narrative, Matthew makes plain that Isaiah’s Suffering Servant is for him the messianic archetype that Jesus has fulfilled.    

From Isaiah and Matthew we are left in no doubt that the role of the King was to be a Servant.  The same might be said of Ministers in the church.  Our ministers are not set over and above us, but are part of a priesthood of all believers, and ultimately answerable to the people whom they serve.  Just this week I was talking to Lily Twist about the role of the District Chair, and she pointed out that it was Chair for District rather than Chair of District.  So, even the most exalted role with the Methodist Church in Scotland is, fundamentally a role of service, even of servanthood.   

As I sat on my comfortable seat on the 18.16 to Royston, I realized a corollary: if service and servanthood is the archetype of Jesus and the archetype for our ministers, then it is also necessarily and just as powerfully the archetype for all Christians –including you and me.  Remember those words of Jesus, the moment after the disciples had figured out that he was the Messiah?  Words which speak of the nature of that messiahship, and words which call us to the same order of living:
If anyone wishes to be a follower of mine, he must leave self behind, take up his cross and come with me.  Whoever cares for his own safety is lost; but if a man will let himself be lost for my sake, he will find his true self.  (Matthew 16:24)
That passage might just as well have said: “whoever cares for his own seat on the 1816 to Royston is lost”, for that is what I heard that evening.  What is it that you hear?  Some of you will replace he with she; for some it might be about money or home-comforts, for others it might be environmentally damaging practices; for some it might be a call to donate blood, for others it might be about baking a cake for a lonely neighbour.  We can all hear it differently, and we may each hear it differently on different occasions – but the summons to be a suffering servant is a constant one and it affects each one of us.  
Act 1: Scene 2.  Aboard the delayed, 4-carriage, 18.16 train to Royston on a winter’s evening sometime in the early 1990s.  

There I am still sitting in my seat on the train, surrounded by a crush of standing passengers.  Despite that moment of revelation I haven’t given up my seat.  If I had given it up, then I would be standing; continuing the charity I would have had to give my standing room to the man on the platform, after which I would need to go to the phone box (this was before the day of mobile phones) in order to tell Ruth I would be late for dinner.  Of course, there would be another queue there and, being the suffering servant, I would always let people in before me, so it could be quite a while until I caught my train home.  As I am working all this out, the train pulls out Kings Cross and I sense it is too late to move, so I pull out my book and settle down for a claustrophic read on the way home.
---------------

You might not have been on the 18.16 to Royston, but I’m sure you have met similar everyday situations.  If we are called as Christians to be suffering servants, recklessly generous with the possessions that God has given us just as God has been recklessly generous in his love to us, then we are continually going to be taken advantage of.  For instance, if we gave money to every beggar we meet in the street, or every charity that calls asking for support, where would it all end?  Most of us, I suspect, have unwritten and maybe unacknowledged rules of engagement which provide some limits to our generosity but at least avoid us continually being taken advantage of.  But if we are not going to be recklessly generous with our time, money, skills and possessions, does that mean we are not fulfilling the call set before us as Christians, the call embodied in the person of the Suffering Servant into which Jesus was himself baptised?  
We sit here uncomfortably on the horns of a dilemma.  This fundamental calling of the Christian to be a Suffering Servant leads almost inevitably to the Christian being marginalized, abused, rendered powerless and essentially irrelevant in our capitalist society.  But anything else risks being a cop-out, reneging on the core values of Jesus, the radical preference for the poor, the outcast and the stranger.  Is there a solution to this dilemma, faithful to our Lord but also fit for the modern world? 
I won’t say that it is more than a partial solution, but it seems to me that we need to begin by recognizing that God’s manifesto is not primarily about individuals but about society as a whole.  The God we worship made all creation, God made all of us in his or her own image, God came in Christ to offer new life to all, and at Pentecost the Spirit came to spread that life to all the world.  The activities of God, of Christ, of the Spirit point us to that same sovereignty of God spoken of by the prophets and told to us in the kingdom parables of Jesus.  The world in which God reigns offers the possibility of harmony and unity, peace, joy and love.  It is in contradistinction to philosophies and political world-views built on power and greed and envy and war.  
So be it Lord, Thy throne shall never like earth’s proud kingdoms pass away; thy kingdom stands and grows for ever, till all thy creatures own thy sway. 
And let us recognize the great temptation to privatize this manifesto for God’s kingdom, as if notions of choice and freedom and love apply principally to individuals.  Of course they do so apply, and there are countless examples in the Bible.  But how often are these individuals poor or oppressed, a widow or an orphan, the blind or the lame?  And what we are really being told is that society will be judged by how these it’s most disadvantaged members are treated?  Or again the individuals are high-ranking officials – tax-collectors, Pharisees, priests and lawyers – and what we are really being told is that society will be judged on how these, its most advantaged members, use their power. 
Even when we are most clearly asked to make an individual choice, it is to repent, to choose the way of God.  I cannot choose God without his Spirit turning the individuality of my act of choosing into social consequences from which others benefit.  So it was when 3000 were converted on the Day of Pentecost that they immediately settled for a way of life together, holding things in common, sharing their wealth with particular regard for those in the greatest need.  So it was when our own Methodist movement was founded that John Wesley sent people out to where they were needed most, spreading social and scriptural holiness throughout the land.

There are times when our private interests and our social imperative as Christians coalesce.  For example, we might attend a Burns Night supper for Christian Aid (see me over coffee for tickets!) which both makes us feel good about ourselves and helps improve society.  But more often the privatized version of Christianity takes us no further than first base, and  the real challenge lies in the social gospel:

· How much easier it is to give money in aid than to change the unjust ways the world works, campaigning for change on matters such as trade rules and tax evasion;
· How much easier to say “I believe in Jesus” than to live in a manner consistent with the values of Jesus and challenge society to live in such a manner also; 
· How much easier to give up one’s seat on the train, than to campaign for prioritizing investment in public transport;
· How much easier to thread a camel through the eye of a needle than to enter the Kingdom of God.  
Don’t get me wrong: the individual choice is important and, yes, probably I should have given up my seat on that train.  But the individual choice for God has necessary social consequences, and it is these that matter most, for it is only then that the Kingdom of God can come.  We cannot rest until, as we sang in our hymn:
Love, like death, has all destroyed, rendered all distinctions void; names, and sects, and parties fall: Thou, O Christ, art all in all.  
By the way, when I finally alighted from the 18.16 to Royston, I found the Methodist minister was in the next carriage – she had also managed to find a seat!
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