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The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. 

 

On Tuesday last week Dean Joe and I had the privilege, with a few hundred other people, to witness 

the inauguration of the new General Synod, to serve the church for the next five years.  Her 

Majesty the Queen has opened every new Synod since the General Synod’s creation in 1970, one of 

the fruits of Michael Ramsey’s rich archiepiscopate.  She was not to open this one, however, and the 

responsibility fell to Prince Edward.  He did so with evident ease and indeed humour, beginning with 

a rather memorable joke to make it very clear he was coming on as a substitute.   

 

He went on to read the Queen’s message, in which she declared that of all the tasks before Synod, 

“One stands out supreme: ‘to bring the people of this country to the knowledge and the love of 

God.’”  She reflected on the challenges of recent times, that “For many, it has been a time of 

anxiety, of grief and of weariness.” And she went on to say, “Yet the Gospel has brought hope, as it 

has done throughout the ages; and the church has adapted and continued it ministry, often in new 

ways – such as digital forms of worship.” 

 

The occasion provided the opportunity for both archbishops, Canterbury in welcoming Prince 

Edward, and York in thanking him, to express our deep appreciation of the Queen’s faith and 

faithfulness, her life of devotion and service.  And of course there is no question of this.   

Her life of service to her people, rooted in her service to God, is a most astonishing example to all 

of us.  It was no surprise that at our various Remembrance Services last week when we came to sing 

“long to reign over us” we did so with even more gusto than usual.  And it is worth us reflecting on 

this one dimension, that for the Queen this is not a job but who she is, it is her life, and she has 

given her life in in service of her people and in service to God.  For all the paraphernalia of those 

who serve her, for all the trappings of the monarchy, for all the palaces and entourage, at the heart 

she lives a life of service to God and her people. 

 

The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve. 

 

I start with Her Majesty because today we honour another monarch, our own St Edmund, king and 

martyr, without whom this place would not be what it is, and I would only have half a name.  Much 

more significantly, without Edmund, so our historian Francis Young argues, England would not be 

called England.  Francis goes on to argue that had Edmund not died as he did, he would be just a 

footnote in Anglo-Saxon history.   

 

In fact, can you name his predecessor and successor? – Aethelweard and Oswald?  His death was as 

a Christian martyr – early writers compared him to St Sebastian, pierced with multiple arrows.  He 

died, so one account goes, because he refused to renounce his faith, and because he refused to 
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abandon his people to the Viking onslaught.  The history is murky, and as we know there are 

conflicting stories about where and indeed how he died.   

 

We catch hold of particular elements in these different accounts, so his coronation near Bures on 

Christmas Day in 855, although a later tradition, is one that we hold on to.  It reflects of course the 

coronation of Charlemagne on Christmas Day more than half a century before.   

 

The story of being captured, tried, scourged – those elements resembling the passion of Christ – 

and then pierced with arrows and beheaded – again is story we hold on to. We do so for the 

reasons that people through the centuries have done so – somehow those stories embody the 

monarch of supreme Christian virtue, who gave his life in service of his people and in service of 

God.  His too was a life given over to service, a way of life, a way of being. And the story of course 

makes clear that giving his life was not just living his life faithfully, but dying for his faithfulness. The 

echoes with Christ’s life and death are not accidental, and they are compelling.  It is why Edmund is 

such an important figure not just to us or England, but across Europe. 

 

The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. 

 

We commemorate St Edmund today as the Sunday nearest his feast day, which was yesterday, the 

date one tradition places his death, November 20th. Today, this Sunday, is in fact the last Sunday of 

the Christian year, celebrated as the Feast of Christ the King.  And as we pray for our own Queen, 

and honour our patron saint, the martyr King Edmund, we do so on the day we focus on the 

kingship of Christ, the one who came not to be served but to serve, the one upon whom we see 

the Queen’s and Edmund’s service fashioned. 

 

Recently one of our diocesan curates pointed out to me that Jesus’ only self-description that we 

have in the Gospels are his words, “Come to me all you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens, 

and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in 

heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” 

 

This is the king whom our Queen serves, and whom Edmund served, the one who is gentle and 

humble in heart, who came not to be served but to serve.  We don’t have to look very far to find 

leaders in our world today and throughout history who live out of a motivation that is the very 

opposite of service, and for whom gentleness and humility would be eschewed as marks of 

weakness.   

 

But this is the way Christ leads, and to live this way, in service of others and service of God, in lives 

characterised by humility and gentleness, this is to live the way God intends, to live the way of the 

Kingdom, to share in the reality of eternal life.   

 

And this is where we come in.  It is not just for Christian monarchs, this way of life, this way of 

being, to give their lives in service to God and their people.  It is not just a calling for those in other 

forms of leadership either.  It is all our calling, we share in this too.  It is our way of life. Our way of 

being.  And we know we fail and sometimes fail miserably at it, but we also know that mysteriously 

we are our best selves when we lose ourselves in the service of others, when we forget about 

ourselves in our attention to those in need, when we make ourselves vulnerable for the sake of 

others.   
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And that is not just for some of the time, or in some of our activities, or some of our roles, or just 

for work, or just for home, but for all of us all of the time – living in the service of others and the 

service of God is who we are and who we are becoming. 

 

We will shortly honour four people with the Order of St Edmund.  This award only makes sense if 

we honour those whose lives are reflections of that same calling our Lord has placed upon us and 

Edmund embodied in life and death, to serve others.  All four of them will be the first to say they 

are not like that all the time, but at their heart they are, and that is why we honour them.  And in 

honouring them we honour one another, as we strive to be exemplars, faithful followers of our 

Lord in the service of others and the service of God. 

 

And whether it is our Queen, or Edmund, or Sue or Liz, or Stephen or Stewart,   

or Joe or James or Terry or Barbara or any one of us here, as followers of Christ, as disciples, we 

are called to be servants, servants of others, servants of God, servants of the one who gathers us 

together around this table, and in this meal serves us, as the one who came not to be served but to 

serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. 

 

Thanks be to God. 
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