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We finish off the church/liturgical year this last Sunday after Pentecost as we do every year, with 

an observance we call the feast of Christ the King (or as it's come to be known more recently, 

Reign of Christ Sunday). In this liminal time between the apocalyptic texts in the weeks that 

precede it (last week we heard Jesus warning about destruction and persecutions) and those of 

Advent that follow after (the First Sunday of Advent isn’t all that different!), we recognize the 

ultimate triumph of the Son of God who has already won the victory over death and who will 

return at the end of time – that is, human time as we know it - to rule God's new creation in 

justice and mercy. That's a basic, solid Christian theological belief. 

 

But what does that mean? And what does this day mean? I ask that because this Son of God, this 

Messiah, this King, is nothing at all like we'd expect a king to be. He is like no king that we 

know or that the world has known. More to the point, his power is like no power that we would 

ever ascribe to a king. We can crown him with any number of crowns; we can take him down off 

the cross and dress him in imperial robes and a gold crown and put him right back up on the 

cross - we call that Christus Victor, the victorious Christ – but that only serves to make a 

mockery of the Jesus presented in the gospels – the Jesus who had to make a getaway after the 

feeding of the multitudes when he saw that those multitudes were coming after him to make him 

– you guessed it, a king. There is real paradox in calling Jesus “king”.  

 

We see that in today’s gospel, a portion of Luke's passion narrative.  When you think about it, 

the passion narrative is a bit of a strange read for our topic today. That's because, as familiar as 

we might with the notion of Jesus as the Incarnate One, Jesus as the Crucified One, Jesus as the 

Risen One, there is nothing in this or basically any other gospel portrayel of him that identifies 

him as a king, a leader, an authority figure, in ways that we understand a king of such a leader to 

be. Even to talk of the "reign" of Christ brings that idea of kingship and authority into our 

collective conscience. 

 

Yet here we are, confronted with a tragic scene: the God come to earth has been condemned as a 

criminal, sentenced to death by the governor, and now crucified. Religious leaders scoff at him; 

soldiers mock him. Even the sign above him, “This is the King of the Jews” is meant to ridicule.  

One of the criminals next to him derides him. In the eyes of the people who populate this 

narrative, most of them anyway, Jesus is an abysmal failure. All he seems to be able to do is to 

do in his final moments is ask God to forgive those who brought this on him, only they don’t 

seem to care or to want it: “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”  

He doesn’t plead for his life; he forgives his executioners. How weak is that? As the late Robert 

Farrar Capon said, “We like our Messiahs unique, but not so unique as to die” (442). 

 

No, this is not a king as we know kings to be. This is not leadership or authority as we define or 

experience it. All too often, what we do know and experience of leadership is far, far removed 

from Jesus’ kingly model. Karoline Lewis of Luther Seminary suggests that “…we acquiesce to 

leadership that does not reflect biblical principles and does not recognize that how we lead 

reveals our theological commitments. We forget? pretend? that how we lead is demonstrative of 



who we think God is.”1 I would add to Lewis’s statement that how – and who – we follow is also 

demonstrative of who we think God is.  

 

In the last two weeks we’ve seen a documented uptick in hate crimes. Last weekend two 

Episcopal churches were vandalized with hate speech. At Church of Our Savior in Silver Spring, 

Maryland, a racist message was written on the back of a banner advertising their Spanish 

language service. In Bean Blossom, Indiana, St. David’s Church had an anti-LGBT epithet 

spray-painted on their building. The language of these messages made it clear that they were a 

direct, emboldened response to the results of the presidential election. If you didn’t see these 

reports in the news, check out the story here. The good news is that the churches that were 

targeted are redoubling their efforts to be welcoming, inclusive parishes.  

 

The hatred that so many people are expressing – all those “isms” and phobias that express fear 

and distrust of people of color, of religious minorities (at least in this country), of women in 

leadership, of LGBTQ persons, immigrants; the desire to separate oneself from those whose 

economic, social, or educational background and status are different (usually that means lower) –  

all this is based on fear. It’s that scarcity model that says if you get yours, I’ll lose mine. If you 

succeed, I will fail. If there’s room for you, there cannot possibly be room for me. Compassion, 

forgiveness, reconciliation are signs of weakness. It’s all too easy for those in power to capitalize 

on such fears, encouraging people to hoard for themselves what they possess, whether material 

goods or privilege.  

 

These attitudes aren’t limited to secular society; we’ve been enforcing the same model in the 

church for years, decades, centuries. Based on inaccurate readings and misinterpretation of our 

holy scriptures, we’ve denied so many people a place at the table, a place at the altar, even a 

place in the pew. The church has been as guilty as any so-called “worldly” institution in 

attempting to hoard blessing and in failing to share the riches of God’s grace. All too often we 

have kept silent in the face of injustice, failing in our prophetic calling. The church was created 

to spread the message of Jesus’ gospel, but all too often the church’s idea of authority, 

leadership, “kingship” has looked like we had no king but Caesar.  I’m not saying we haven’t 

made progress; we have. I’m an example of that progress, and I see others sitting in this church 

today as well. But there is still tremendous work to be done, inwardly, and outwardly. 

 

Jesus proved, in his death on the cross, that there’s no room for hate or exclusion in the kingdom, 

in the reign of God. With his dying breaths he forgave his killers; and he promised the repentant 

thief, the one who had the understanding to ask, not for deliverance, but for grace, “Today you 

will be with me in paradise.” Jesus hoarded nothing. He kept nothing for himself. Jesus, poured 

out everything – everything – on that cross.  That is our model of kingly leadership and 

authority.  

 

No, Jesus is not a leader or an authority figure on our terms. He is not a king as we know kings to 

be. Thanks be to God! 

 

                                                           
1 http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=4754 
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