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The church universal celebrates today as Christ the King Sunday, something to 

keep in mind as we reflect on the day’s readings, and there is a lot going on in both of 

them, so let’s start with Jeremiah. 

In this oracle, the last in a short series, God pronounces woe to the bad shepherds 

who destroyed and scattered the flock.  Back up a bit, and we learn that the bad shepherds 

were those failed kings who took advantage of the people and who served their own 

interests over the interests of the nation.  These shepherds were inattentive of the people, 

who also, by the way, had also forgotten to live by the covenant. 

Remember that the Bible takes a long view.  We have to go way back to the time 

of the judges, to the time of Samuel, to get to the origin of kings in Israel.  Even though 

God pointed out that having a king was a bad idea, the people insisted.  So, God told 

Samuel, ‘Do it,’ and Saul became their first king (1 Samuel 8:5, 11-18, 9). 

Things started out okay with Saul and David and Solomon, but over time, kings 

began acting less like shepherds and more like overlords, enabling injustice and the 

economic oppression of their own people.  Eventually, it all fell apart and Babylon came. 

The first part of today’s oracle is a judgement against all the kings of Israel so far, 

and if we read it carefully, we see that the kings were really only God’s caretakers.  God 

says, this is my pasture, my people, my flock, and you have not attended to them, says the 

Lord, so I will attend to you, which sounds rather ominous. 

In Luke, we encounter the righteous shepherd crucified on a tree, essentially, in a 

reading usually heard on Good Friday.  Luke is careful to characterize the various actors 

in this drama.  The people stood by, either shamefully because they knew it was wrong, 

or fearfully because they knew it could also happen to them.  The leaders scoffed and the 

soldiers mocked because they were the ones in charge; they held all the power. 



 2 

Then there were these two criminals on either side of him.  One said, ‘Save 

yourself and us!’  The other said, ‘No, we’re guilty; this is justice for us, but not for him.’ 

That inscription hanging over Jesus, ‘This is the King of the Jews’ – Pilate 

insisted on that because he knew who Jesus was and that he was innocent.  In Catholic 

images of the Crucifixion, it reads ‘INRI,’ which is a Latin acronym meaning, in English, 

‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.’  A shepherd, in other words. 

In Jeremiah, ‘the days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up a 

rightful shoot,’ a legitimate offspring of David to reign as king and to deal wisely.  This 

is why Matthew and Luke devote so much space to Jesus’ family tree, to show that Jesus 

was the rightful shoot. 

But what does it mean when even the righteous king can be treated so harshly?  

When he began his ministry in the desert, did Jesus know that it would end with him on 

the Cross, or did it just gradually dawn on him from his ongoing dealings with the priests 

and scribes and Pharisees? 

On the day that he met Zacchaeus – remember Zacchaeus?  Just before he entered 

Jerusalem, Jesus said to Zacchaeus, ‘The Son of Man came to seek out and save the lost’ 

(19:10).  It must have been a shock for Jesus when he realized that his simple ministry 

would cause so much trouble. 

But saving the lost was what Jesus did best.  And here we see him working his 

ministry right to the end.  The second criminal acts more like a disciple here, and he 

doesn’t even ask to be saved – he just wants to be remembered by Jesus.  And in his 

grace and mercy, Jesus says, ‘You got it.’ 

Remember that time when we all thought that having a king was a bad idea?  In 

our War of Independence, the colonies fought hard to get away from one.  Among those 

who desired freedom from Britain were people like Ben Lincoln (#7), Nathan Rice (#29), 

and Canterbury Barnes (#32), all original pew holders here at New North.  This church 

was founded by accomplished people who wanted nothing more than to secure the 

nation’s right to manage its own affairs. 

Subsequently, as united states, we have helped to free others from time to time.  

Freedom is something Americans value highly but sometimes take for granted, until we 

remember that not everyone is free, and that the pursuit of happiness is denied to many. 
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It is evil in the eyes of the Lord for the shepherd to leave the flock unattended.  

The Torah and the prophets all insist that the kingdom of God is centered on justice and 

on how we treat the weakest members of the community.  The community as a whole 

works better when we all tend to the needs of ‘the least of these,’ when we protect and lift 

up the most vulnerable among us. 

History shows us that the state is sometimes willing to strike down the shepherd 

in order to scatter the flock and drive them away from God.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer comes 

to mind.  His resistance to Nazi ideology and to anti-Semitism got him killed in 1945, just 

three weeks before Hitler committed suicide in his bunker. 

Sometimes, it is individuals who decide for themselves, whether out of fear or 

ignorance, to turn on their shepherds and kill them. 

The Mahatma Gandhi, a Hindu, used non-violent civil disobedience to help lead 

India to independence from British rule.  He was shot and killed in 1948 by a Hindu 

extremist who was upset at Gandhi’s tolerance of Muslims.  Likewise, with Martin 

Luther King, Jr., and many others.  It may be redundant to note that these three men 

butted heads with authority and would not back down.  They never asked for the roles 

they were to play, but they played them. 

Jeremiah’s oracle announces a future time when the Lord will raise up a king who 

will rule justly and wisely.  Christians have not unreasonably taken that to mean Jesus of 

Nazareth, the Christ.  Even so, why is it always some time in the future?  Why not today, 

or even tomorrow?  Why do we always have to wait? 

Some say the king is just lost in the vast machinery of the world’s systems of 

government and economics and politics.  Some say there is no shepherd capable of 

bringing us back to the fold.  And some say there is no fold even to go back to. 

There are limits to what humans can do.  But human history is littered with 

moments when the power of God changed the course of human events.  The call of the 

prophet has always and everywhere guided people home.  The power of God will always 

raise up new shepherds, shepherds who will look for and find the lost. 

As we move once again into the Advent season, we are reminded that we will 

know the shepherd has arrived by the ‘holy harmony’ the shepherd makes within us. 

Amen. 


