November 22, 2009
King of Kings and Lord of Lords
Daniel 7:9-10, 13-14
John 18:33-37

This morning we celebrate Christ the King Sunday – which may feel a little odd and awkward to us. It’s partly because the Presbyterian Church hasn’t always been so liturgical, marking so many holy days in the church year – almost like Catholics. And honestly, not all Presbyterian Churches do this. But I’ve grown to appreciate the ebb and flow of seasons, the marking of time, and the invitation to remember that God’s time is not our time. Christ the King marks the end of the Church Year. The cycle begins again next Sunday, with the beginning of Advent. We even turn to a different Gospel. No longer will we hear primarily from Mark; next week it will be Luke’s turn. 

But I suspect the other reason this Sunday feels odd to us is that we live in a democracy. The whole notion of Kingship seems so archaic. It smacks of the Middle Ages, with castles and knights in shining armor. Or it reminds us of our own struggle for independence, against a King that did not want to let these valuable colonies go. Or perhaps the whole idea of Kingship calls to mind the tyranny and oppression that often come with the concentration of power in the hands of dynasties. 
But ‘kingdom’ is a thoroughly Biblical idea. In the Gospels, Jesus talked a lot about his kingdom. Only the way Jesus described it doesn’t sound like any kind of kingdom we know. 

“The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed seed in his field.”

“The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of yeast that a woman added to her flour.”

“The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field.”

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

What kind of strange kingdom is this? 
Jesus was not a king in the ordinary sense of the word, which is what makes his encounter with Pilate so bizarre. Jesus is on trial for sedition, and Pilate is trying to determine the claims Jesus has made for himself. Pilate has heard that Jesus has claimed to be King of the Jews. Is it true? 

Well, yes and no. It all depends on what you mean by “king.” Jesus’ kingdom is unlike anything else on earth. 

It’s not that he couldn’t have taken power over every inch of this earth. In the Temptation story, that’s exactly what’s offered to him. Out in the wilderness, fresh from his baptism, Jesus encounters Satan, who offers him more power than any king on earth has ever known, all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. But Jesus rejects it: “Get behind me Satan!” That is not why Jesus came; that is not how he intends to rule the earth. 

Honestly, the people of Israel would have welcomed such a King. The faithful in Jesus’ day were waiting for their King to return, someone from the house and lineage of David, the greatest of all their Kings. A thousand years before, Jerusalem had been the center of a thriving kingdom; in the days of Saul and David and Solomon; before the kingdom split in two; before they were defeated by nations mightier than they; before they were sent into Exile. They returned to the land from Exile but it was never the same. They were given a King – King Herod – but he was just a puppet of the Emperor in Rome. Their ‘kingdom’ was a sham. What they longed for was a Messiah-King to come and save them, to bring the splendor and glory of their Kingdom back. It’s what the Prophets had promised. 
And Jesus obviously wasn’t the One they were waiting for. He had no armies; he had no might. Which is why he was there on trial, standing before Pilate, awaiting his sentence. His official crime was being called “King of the Jews”. His unofficial crime – what made the religious leaders so angry – is that he wasn’t the King they wanted at all. 

The kingdom Jesus offers isn’t what we expect. It’s so unexpected that we can’t even see it when it is right before our eyes. In fact, Christ’s kingdom is already here – now – in our midst. It’s like a parallel reality, something we can’t always see, and sometimes have to struggle to believe. 

David Buttrick, an author and scholar, describes this kingdom-in-our-midst. He says: 

Perhaps the figure of Christ, the cross and the Easter glory disclose the mysterious saving power of God that is ever at work in and through the human world… Suppose that the world, our world, is shot through with trajectories of grace that are, even now, moving toward God’s purpose. Perhaps in the midst of our decaying, polluted city of earth we are meant to catch sight of the gleaming turrets of the new Jerusalem. Like a double exposure, one picture impressed on another, we can see both the sinful world and the shapes of God’s new creation all at once.
  
God’s kingdom is already here – and our world is permeated by grace. It’s just so hard to see. 
Christ the King Sunday helps us to remember that it’s real. It’s hard to believe sometimes – that God is in charge. It’s terribly hard to see, in the midst of pain and sadness, in times of crisis or even discouragement. But God is the Sovereign Ruler of heaven and earth, and God will not let us fall. 

Christ the King Sunday began at a time when people were desperate to see the presence of God on earth. It became an official Feast Day in the Christian calendar at a time when the Kingdom of God was very hard to imagine. The year was 1925. Mussolini had held control in Italy for three years; in Germany, Adolph Hitler was stirring up nationalist passions. A global depression was spreading and would soon grip even the United States. 

In 1925 Pope Pius XI celebrated the new Feast Day of Christ the King Sunday. The church had always believed in the Lordship of Christ; this was not a new theological claim. But he saw the dark clouds of dictatorships, nationalism, and desperation in the face of economic collapse. In the face of all earthly powers, the church would stand and say that Jesus Christ alone is King of kings and Lord of lords. Our allegiance is with him.
 Our faith is in him.
I have often thought that this is the Sunday we should be singing Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.” For the Lord God omnipotent reigneth… and He shall reign forever and ever… King of kings and Lord of lords… Hallelujah, hallelujah! 
It is not that Christians don’t love their countries; it is not that we shouldn’t. Truly, most of us are deeply patriotic and grateful for the incredible privilege of living in this country. We have so much to be thankful for. 
But all Christians have an ultimate allegiance, and that is Christ himself. Jesus is Lord, and no other. 

The ethicist James Gustafson describes the demands on our lives this way:

The Christian… life is a life of discipleship to Christ. it is not to be determined by one’s own powerful desires and interests, but to… scrutinize and direct them in obedience to him. It is not to be determined by one’s loyalty to… family… or nation, or ecclesiastical affiliation, but to find one’s way… through these in loyalty to him. It is not to be determined by the mores of one’s group, but to bring them under his judgment and direction… it is not to find perfect coincidence between my wishes and his commands, between my nation’s wishes and his requirements, but to live in faithfulness to him both when there is coincidence and when there is discord between them.
 

We can have only one God, one Lord, one ultimate ruler for our lives. And this Sunday we say loudly and clearly – our King is Christ the Lord. In God we trust. 
And we shall not be afraid.
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