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 This is a day filled with joyful celebration for us all, for all the church.  Certainly, for two 
families who come presenting their infant children, Ruthie and Gray for the holy sacrament of 
baptism, as well as this day when two whom we deeply love are ordained and officially installed 
to work they have been passionately engaging in with us for three years already, as Cortland and 
Abigail are ordained as Ministers of Word and Sacrament for the Presbyterian Church USA, and 
installed as Associate Pastors of South Highland Presbyterian Church. As well this is a 
significant day in the Church and Civil year, as the Church celebrates the last day of the liturgical 
year - Christ the King Sunday, and as we in the United States of America celebrate our national 
day of Thanksgiving.   
 
 Surely, we have much to be thankful for this year.  Amid all the unrest we have been 
through, the aftermath, let us pray, of Covid, the ongoing war in Ukraine – yet with Ukraine 
advancing winning back significant territory forcing Russia to humiliating retreat, the deep 
divide in this country culturally politically that caused some to fear our democratic way of life 
was done for. Yet the recent elections have shown the American people still have not given up 
on government of the people, by the people and for the people. In times when everything is in 
flux, economically, culturally, politically, spiritually and and we have feared we had lost our 
way, there come signs that we are still on the journey, and faith is still sustaining God’s people. 
 
 That is essentially what Christ the King Sunday celebrates, the fact that, despite fears and 
signs to the contrary, Christ is still ruling and reigning over you and me, heaven and earth and all 
creation, and the journey continues.  Yes, our world is still in flux.  It always has been.  Christ 
sometimes seems quiet and hidden, but he is still- “the one before all things, and in him all things 
hold together, the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, the one who is to have first place in 
everything.”i 
 
 That this is so is the reason Christ the King Sunday was added to the Church calendar, 
and this less than a hundred years ago.  In 1925 sensing the cultural disillusionment felt 
worldwide after the First World War, the rise of atheism, fascism in Italy, communism in Russia, 
and totalism in Germany, Pope Pius XI established this date in the Roman Church Calendar to 
combat the destructive forces of that age, to say, Christ is still King!   Now Presbyterians and the 
Universal Church have come to celebrate this day, as the last Sunday of the Christian Year, 
before we begin a new Christian Year, with the First Sunday of Advent, next week. We celebrate 
this year’s end, not with a whimper, but with a bang! 
 
 St. Augustine said “All history can be seen as a great drama between the slow- moving 
coming City of God and the corrupted cities of earth.  God is building one, his Kingdom inching 
its way here on earth with his King Jesus. And self-serving sinful humans in their own power are 
building the other.  And the question is, which city will you seek to build?  Which city will shape 
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your values?  Which city will tell you who you are?  As the old hymn asks, “Who is on the 
Lord’s side?  Who will serve the King? Who be His helpers, Other lives to bring?”ii 
 
 The whole Christian life is a paradox is it not?  A victory through a supreme act of 
suffering love.  The Son of God, holy, divine, who takes the form of a man, and not just a man 
but a slave, Jesus who loves us so much that he gives up his life in  humiliating unjust death as a 
slave on a Roman Cross outside the City walls so that men and women could break the cycle of 
human sin and failure that had gone on, and still goes on, except as  by faith we peer through the 
earthly horizon and trust by faith, as we affirm every week in our confession and declaration, that 
in Jesus Christ we are forgiven, we are reconciled to God, and to one another,  and we are called 
to the hard work of reconciliation in our daily lives.   
 
 The Cross tells this paradoxical truth of the One who suffers for us and for all, and on the 
Cross achieves the Crown, victory through the Cross for us and for all.   
 
 As many of you know in October I recently returned from Syria, where our team visited 
among other cities, Damascus, the capitol of Syria, Damascus, the city toward which the Apostle 
Paul was traveling to persecute, arrest and even bring to their death followers of Jesus, when the 
power of God knocked him off his horse, blinded his sight,  and the Risen Lord Jesus Christ 
asked him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me.  I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.” 
 
 In Damascus we visited the house on Straight Street where Saul of Tarsus had been 
taken, and Ananias was sent to lay hands on him and pray for him to receive his sight again and 
be filled with the Holy Spirit.    Unlike what it would be like in crowded Jerusalem, this was a 
quiet place, no crowd of tourists, few people get into Syria from the outside at all.  I had a 
meaningful time of prayer in the basement chapel of that house.  Then I went out to the one shop 
across the street that sells religious objects and I bought this cross.  On one side, the familiar 
Crucifix, the near naked suffering, dying Jesus hanging on his Cross, the Cross we more 
frequently see in Roman Catholic Churches.  On the other side, the jeweled empty Cross, the 
Cross of victory we more frequently see in Protestant Churches.    
 
 The meaning of this Christ the King Day, and this central symbol of our faith, necessarily 
embraces both, Jesus who suffered unto death, unto the pains of hell itself for us.  “Alas and did 
my Savior bleed and did my Sovereign die.” And Jesus who was raised in glory from death, the 
cross stands empty against the sky.  “Thine is the glory risen conquering Son, endless is the 
victory, thou over death hast won.”   
 
 Cross and Crown – together - That’s the mystery in which our lives are held.  We 
sometimes experience hardship and suffering, we sometimes experience success and victory.  
But whatever our circumstances, as followers of Jesus we do not face these things alone.  
 

 These two children, Ruthie and Gray, who have been claimed by God in baptism, who 
have been washed made clean by what Christ has done for them now have the opportunity, and 
these parents, Abby and Cort, Catherine and Hunter, have the responsibility to help them grow 
up into the fullness of their baptism so that by God’s grace they may later claim for themselves 
this faith and entrust their whole beings, body and soul unto the care of their merciful savior.   
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That’s the mystery which we the Church undertake with them, promising to fulfill our 

responsibility to tell them the Great Story, to show them the Great Story of Jesus and his love.  
The Story of a different City, the City of God’s Kingdom, different from the city of the world.  
 

I 
In this - The Cross is central.  At the center of all is this Christ, the Living Christ, who 

was and is and is to come.  We see him on his Cross, crucified at the margins, suffering the must 
heinous death.  And even in his suffering, his prayers, his thoughts are for others, his 
executioners, “forgive them.” His mother, “John take care of her, “behold your mother.”   All the 
while the religious and civil authorities mock and abuse him, they curse him and spit on him, the 
way we are seeing so many innocent Ukrainian villagers, men, women, the elderly, infants being 
tortured and murdered by Russian soldiers.   

 
Even one of the two thieves dying on the nearby cross mocks him, “He saved others; let 

him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!”  But the thief on the other side 
rebukes him, “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation?  
And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, 
but this man has done nothing wrong.” Then, turning toward Jesus, looking upon him, this 
sympathetic guilty fellow-sufferer pleads with the simplest basic faith, “Jesus, remember me 
when you come into your kingdom.”  And Jesus assures him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be 
with me in Paradise.”iii 

 
Jesus remembers him and Jesus remembers us. “Look to me, trust me, believe me, follow 

me, and you shall be with me.  You, you are greatly loved.” 
 

II 
The Cross is central, but so too is the Crown.  The Crown of victory which Jesus received 

as he arose from death on a cross, and after a time with his followers, ascended to heaven.  
Notice the crown that is the only symbol in our 1890’s stained glass windows.  The Cross leads 
us to the Crown where we recognize that Christ is the King.   

 
“The head that once was crowned with thorns is crowned with glory now;  
A royal diadem adorns the mighty victor’s brow.   
 
To him the cross, with all its shame, with all its grace, is given; 
Their name an everlasting name, Their joy the joy of heaven.  
 
They suffer with their Lord below,  
They reign with Him above;  
Their profit and their joy to know  
The wonder of His love.”iv 
 

 We have heard a lot in recent months about royalty upon the death of Great Britain’s 
longest reigning monarch – 70 years on the throne, Queen Elizabeth 2, and the elevation of the 
new King Charles.  We Americans don’t much go in for royalty, it was to get away from such 
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that we declared our independence.  And yet, we see in the good noble reign of a person like 
Queen Elizabeth, who began her reign when Winston Churchill was Prime Minister, a sort of” 
wise beyond politics” leader who could lift our spirits to our better angels.  In many ways, 
imperfect though she was, Elizabeth did that for us.   
 
 Yet think of how far superior to her is the One she too like us acknowledged, worshiped, 
and served as her Eternal King, Jesus the Christ, at whose altar she knelt in quiet prayer in 
Westminster Abbey before being crowned at her coronation in 1953.   
 
 We serve the highest, holiest, truest and most authentic King, who alone is worthy of our 
full allegiance.  “Lift high the Cross.” 
 

III 
Now with the Cross before us, of this One who was crucified at the margins, and this 

Crown before us, of this one who was crowned at the summit, the highest height of heaven, now 
we who seek him, who trust him, who would follow him must be Centered upon him.  May live 
our lives centered on Him.   Christ at the Center.  

 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the great martyred German pastor and theologian wrote a little book 

called Christ The Center.  In it, as we have celebrated today in the Sacrament of Baptism for Ruthie 
and Gray, Christ has been present.  Here is a little heavy important theology from Bonhoeffer. He 
writes, 

 
“The question of Christ’s presence in the sacrament cannot be answered in the light of the 
question ‘How?’ ‘Who’ is present in the sacrament?  This is the only form in which the 
question can be put.  The answer runs:  the whole person of the God-man is present in his 
exaltation and his humiliation; Christ exists in such a way that he is existentially present in 
the sacrament.”v   

 
 All that is to say, Christ crucified and Christ risen is present with us in the sacrament and 
in our daily lives.  
 

“Not throned afar, remotely high, Untouched, unmoved by human pains,  
But daily in the midst of strife our Savior in the Godhead reigns.vi , 

 
 Friends we celebrate today the victory of our God, the rule and reign of our Savior and 
Lord Jesus Christ, the King. C.S. Lewis writes about him in his great classic children’s stories, 
The Chronicles of Narnia, Catherine and Hunter, Abby and Cort, I solemnly charge you to read 
these amazing stories to your children!  Lewis has the children who entered through the wardrobe 
to the magical kingdom of Narnia, Susan and Lucy, asking Mr. And Mrs. Beaver about the Lion 
Aslan, the Christ figure.  “Then he isn’t safe? Lucy asks.  “Mr. Beaver answers, “Safe… who said 
anything about safe?  Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.  He’s the King I tell you.”   
 
 He’s the King, this is the story his community the Church tells you and me. This is the 
story upon which we are called to center our lives.  Our only comfort in life and in death, is that 
we belong together body and soul, not to ourselves but to our faithful Savior Jesus Christ.  
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 As historian Jon Meacham wrote,  
 

“With Jesus we are not fantasists but keepers of a witnessed tradition, and our faith is rooted 
in the testimony of apostles and prophets, of evangelists and martyrs, of saints and 
scholars… 
 
We kneel before the cross in homage to self-giving love, and the cross should serve as both 
rebuke and reminder- a rebuke to the world for its vanities and sins, and a reminder that at 
the center of the Christian story lies love, not hate; grace, not rage, mercy not vengeance.”vii 

 
 
 
 The City of God the King, or the city of sinful self-centered humans?  Which city will you 
build?  Which sort of world will you leave for these children?   

 
 

 
 

i Colossians 1:17,18 
ii “Who Is On the Lord’s Side?  The Hymnbook, p. 355 
iii Luke 23:39-43 
iv “The Head That Once Was Crowned,” The Presbyterian Hymnal, p.149 
v Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christ The Center, p.58 
vi “Christ Is Alive!”  The Presbyterian Hymnal, p.108 
vii Jon Meacham, The Hope of Glory, p.30 

                                                      


