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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski for the Last Sunday after Pentecost, November 22, 2009

Year B:  1 Daniel 7:9-10, 13-14; Psalm 936; Revelation 1:4b-8; John 18:33-37

This is the last Sunday of the church year. It’s is the 25th and last Sunday after Pentecost; and it’s the Feast of the Reign of Christ.  For the last 24 weeks we have read from the Gospel according to Mark.  The readings for season after Pentecost focus on the ministry and mission of Jesus, second person of the Holy Trinity, God Incarnate come to earth to reveal God’s salvation plan.  In the course of the readings we have seen this rabbi from the backwater town of Nazareth wander and preach the good news of God’s salvation.  Despite his divine nature he has not hung out with the rich and powerful.  He has hung out with sinners and widows and children and women, with the sick and infirmed, with the outcasts of society.  We have seen him show kindness and hospitality to those who were considered the very dregs of society.  He healed the sick.  He restored sight to the blind, hearing to the deaf, and speech to those who could not speak.  

The very notion of his healing was often controversial because back then more so than now, sickness and disease and poverty were seen as God’s punishment for some misdeed, some sin.  To reverse God’s judgment, to forgive sins was a significant act.  Yet for the last 24 weeks we have seen Jesus do just that.  And we’ve seen the Christ, the anointed of God, the one we know and profess to be our Savior and Sovereign, spend his time serving when he had every right, was clearly entitled, to be served.

It is the paradox of Jesus as the suffering servant who is the sovereign of all sovereigns that we celebrate with today’s feast.  The Jesus we meet in the Gospel is not at all an image of royalty that folks in the first Century would have pictured and certainly is not the image of power that we picture when we think of monarchs.

That paradox is underscored by this morning’s readings which are filled with royal images.  The portion from the book of Prophet Daniel describes an apocalyptic scene in the throne room of God where the one who is like a human is given dominion and glory and sovereignty over all peoples from all nations.  Psalm 93 is a hymn singing out praise with more royal imagery acknowledging that God is the sovereign of all the cosmos and noting the royal majesty of God.  The portion from book of Revelation reminds us that Jesus Christ is the faithful witness; the firstborn of the dead—and—Jesus is the ruler of the rulers of the earth.  And it includes with yet another apocalyptic scene describing Jesus coming in the clouds—echoing the apocalyptic prophesy of Daniel.

The idea of royalty is both foreign and in some ways familiar to us.  Any mention of kings and queens, princes and princesses will likely conjure up all sorts of romantic notions and mental images.  To some extent we’re attracted to all of the pomp and circumstance that surrounds royalty.  We’re entertained by all the pageantry and extravagance that surrounds the lives of the crowned heads of state.  Yet we will have none of it here—not in America.  Our demand for democracy prevents us from accepting any one person having unlimited power and control regardless of the glamour and grandeur.  That’s one reason why a president is limited to two consecutive terms in office. 

So we who are gathered here today have no real experience of being ruled by a person who has complete control over everything.  In fact, the American ideal of the rugged individual probably compounds our ability to fully understand Jesus as monarch of all monarchs, sovereign of all sovereigns. 

(
Pilate asked him:  “So you are a King?”

Juxtaposed with the royal images in the other readings for today, the Gospel portion presents the interrogation of a battered and bruised, a not at all regal looking Jesus, by Pilate.  In case you’ve forgotten this interrogation takes place just prior to the crucifixion.  Pilate confronts Jesus directly about his political status:  “Are you the King of the Jews?”  Just as politicians today try to determine how to vote by assessing the mood, wants, and needs of their constituents; Pilate—who was the appointed political governor—is now trying to determine how he should handle what he sees as a clearly volatile political situation.  

Over the years I’ve developed a more sympathetic understanding of Pilate who, despite his human failings, is clearly in a tough political spot.  It’s Passover, the greatest of the pilgrim festivals.  Every Jew was expected to do their best to make the journey to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover which means the population of Jerusalem increases dramatically.  In addition, Pilate is dealing with the Jewish leaders—who also are the religious leaders.  They want Jesus out of the way because, among other things, they’re afraid that Jesus is going to cause a major revolt—a revolt against Rome that the Jewish people could neither sustain nor win.  On top of that, Pilate has to decide just how much power Jesus really has.  

We know that Jesus had a sizable following which is inferred in the portion of the Gospel prior to what we heard this morning which says that Pilate sent a cohort to get Jesus.  A Roman cohort consisted of about 600 soldiers.  Now, although I work for the Department of Defense I’m not a military tactician, however I am comfortable assuming that you don’t send 600 soldiers to arrest some ordinary rebel with his following of common folk and fishermen.  

So we get a sense that there’s a lot happening and it places Pilate in the middle of a dilemma.  He’s not sure how to handle this mess or what to do—and he’s not sure what to believe about this man who is standing in front of him.  A man who at this point certainly looks nothing like an earthly king.

In order to assess the situation and make a decision, Pilate continues the interrogation:  “So you are a king?”

Jesus responds by asking Pilate if this is his own question or have others been talking to Pilate about Jesus.  As the interrogation continues Jesus tells Pilate that his reign is not of this world; if it were of this world, an army would have converged on Jerusalem and would be fighting to free Jesus.  Then Jesus adds that his reign is not from here.  Pilate’s interrogation provides no clarity around the question of Jesus as monarch and Jesus adds to the ambiguity of this exchange by saying that he was born, he came into the world to testify to the truth.

Jesus has been rather vague about letting Pilate know that he’s not a political threat.  There will be no fighting.  However, if Pilate had been paying attention to the preaching of Jesus over the last few years, he’d know that Jesus is about reversing that kind of earthly approach to the use of power.  

The reign of Jesus is focused on servant ministry.  Moreover, Jesus, the Ruler of all creation, is prepared to lay down his own life for all of humanity.  He is no totalitarian potentate making demands of and on his people.  Jesus is here to enact God’s plan for salvation.  Jesus is the most powerful of all, yet he has lived a life being the servant of all.

Jesus didn’t come to earth and become human to become a dictator.  He didn’t come among us to tell us what to do.  Jesus became incarnate and grew up in humble surroundings and went about the mission of saving us by serving, by setting an example for us.  He became incarnate to show us how to be the image and likeness of God.  

And Pilate asked him:  “So you are a king?”

So Jesus stands before Pilate who must exercise judgment in caring out jurisprudence according to Roman law.  In a way Jesus is indeed very much guilty as charged.  He has been a radical rabbi posing a considerable political threat in the very way he has lived and because he has been preaching a way of life that is counter-cultural and thus he is a threat to the political stability of the state.  Cleary Jesus is guilty as charged. 

Jesus is a very considerable threat because he has come to bring the truth—the rather frightening truth that God loves us and that we will be judged on how we love one another.  The truth that Jesus brings as God incarnate among us is that the love of God is immeasurable and incomprehensible.  God loved us enough to take on human flesh and live among us to show us the way to eternal life.

Those who belong to the truth recognize Jesus as the Christ, the anointed, and the chosen of God who is God incarnate come to save us by showing us how to be servants as demonstrated in his own servant leadership.   Pilate gets caught up in earthly politics and power plays.  Jesus will give up his life for his beliefs.  Jesus will make the ultimate sacrifice, suffering for the sake of humanity.  And from his suffering and death the new creation is born and emerges as the Sovereign of Sovereigns leads. 

Jesus stands before us this morning trying to point out that his life and teaching and healing show the reign of God to a broken, hurting, and desperate world.  As followers of this radical rabbi, the one we call the Christ, we need to decide how we will live out our lives in this earthly realm according to the values of the reign of God.  Jesus is clear that he is not a monarch like any of the monarchs we’ve seen over the millennia.  Jesus is not about power and prestige, not about waging war on the Romans or any other occupational force.  Jesus is about waging peace, about bringing shalom, the wholeness of relational life with God and with one another. 

(
During Pilate’s interrogation, Jesus doesn’t look or act in a way that we would expect from a monarch.  He doesn’t seem at all like Caesar or Cleopatra or Henry the 8th or Louis the 14th or Catherine the Great.  Jesus doesn’t resemble any worldly political power broker. 

We have a paradox as we celebrate this Feast of the Reign of Christ because Jesus has none of the earthly trappings of grandeur and glory that is typically associated with earthly rulers and powerful people.  Jesus is just the opposite as we see in his life dedicated to living among and ministering to the outcasts and the helpless.

So maybe Pilate’s question is directed at us.  

Is Jesus really the Savior and Sovereign of all?  

Is the Christ, the anointed one of God who healed and championed for the outcasts, the widows, the children, who forgave his enemies and even his executioners, really Monarch above all monarchs?

Is the Suffering Servant really the Savior and Sovereign of all?  

The title we use for Jesus is not important.  What is important is our acceptance of the leadership of Jesus in our lives; acceptance of his invitation to follow his example.  

So Pilate’s question hangs in the air—do we believe that Jesus is Sovereign above all sovereigns?  If we do, we need to go out into the world and live in a way that will reflect what our belief about the Reign of Christ.
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