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A sermon preached by the Reverend James Brigl on the Last Sunday after Pentecost, November 21, 2010
Year C:  Jeremiah 23:1-6;  Psalm 46;  Colossians 1:11-20; Luke 23:33-43

Welcome to our celebration of the Reign of Christ.  Christ as our Sovereign.  

First a little history:

This feast has a Roman genesis, established in an encyclical by the Bishop of Rome, Pius XI, in 1925.  The feast of Christ the King was the Roman church’s response to the perceived rise of secularism and nationalism in Europe following World War I.  More specifically, it was, among other things, the Church’s assertion that it had a right to freedom (religious and otherwise) and immunity from the State.

Other denominations, including the Old Catholic, the Episcopalian and Lutheran Churches and others adopted the feast as well.

In 1969, Paul VI changed the title to “Feast of Christ, King of the Universe.”

Over the years, the emphasis on various facets of Jesus’ Sovereignty  has changed.  Sermons from the past reflect the notions of Christ as a Regal Ruler, a Protector, a Judge holding his subjects accountable, a symbol of the One True Church (never mind that numerous churches adopted the feast), Christ the Pantocreator – God the all powerful ruler of all creation.  

So, the Feast has had a number of meanings over the relatively short time of its celebration.

Now … if only we had a contemporary example of royalty …. Hmmmm.    There must be one we can think of …   (And now you are saying … “Oh wow!  It’s not enough that all we hear and see on the Radio and TV is about the wedding of William and Kate … now we have to hear about it at church, too!)

Bear with me.

The British Royal Family is probably the best example we have of a sort of almost mystical, romanticized vision of a benevolent monarchy.  It’s Grand.  It’s Wonderful.  It’s Majestic.  

The Queen and her family live in a Palace.  And not just any Palace, but Buckingham Palace.  It’s steeped in history since it was built in 1705 while we were still colonial subjects.  It’s been the home of William the Conqueror and Queen Victoria to name just a couple. It has a gazillion rooms occupying some 830,000 sq feet of space, including State Rooms, Music Rooms, Grand Ballrooms and Dining Rooms, Chapels, Drawing Rooms, A Gallery with Rembrandts and Van Dycks and, of course the Throne Room.  From her Throne, the Queen bestows her gifts, makes official proclamations, welcomes rulers to her Court and causes men to be known as Sir and women as Lady. There are white marble statues of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert in Roman dress.  The hottest ticket in town is one that allows you to enter the Palace itself and some 50,000 invited guests do just that each year. The Queen is the Head of the Church.  

Grand.  Majestic.  At one time, at the Zenith of its Power, it may not have been the Royalty of the Universe, but clearly was the Ruler of much of the known world…..  And even today, the whole world sits up and takes notice at the announcement of a Royal Wedding.

The story of British Royalty is not unlike the usual images attached historically to the Feast of the Reign of Christ.  Majesty and Awe.  Glory and Power.

So why, then, do we have these particular readings to mark this day?  Why, on this day, do we hear such things from the prophet Jeremiah regarding  destruction and scattering of the sheep?  Of shepherds driving their sheep away.  Of abandoning them.  And why, in the name of all that is holy, do we have Luke’s story of the Crucifixion as our Good News for a day in which we celebrate Christ’s royal power?

This Jesus, the King of the Jews, is in horrible pain.  He is naked and bleeding, mocked and spit upon.  He’s hanging from a tree where he will ultimately die in agony, This picture of abject powerlessness is our Sovereign?  This is the picture of Royalty?  

Yes.

Golgotha is his Palace.  The Cross is his Throne Room.  No 50,000 admirers here, only his mother, a disciple and a friend and the executioners and gawkers.  He is not ruling his subjects.  He is subjected to them and their whims and ridicule.

Golgotha … the Place of the Skull.  Also known as Mount Calvary (from the Latin for Skull Place).  You can’t find it today, although legend has it that it is now topped by a church in the southwest corner of Old Jerusalem which itself replaced a pagan temple that was built on it by Emperor Hadrian.  Most likely, it was not a mountain at all but a small rise.  Perhaps its rounded nature reminded some of a skull.  Perhaps there were skulls of the previously crucified scattered about.  It most likely was rocky and barren.  There was probably a road going down the middle of it so that the public would see what happens to criminals in the Roman Empire.  Golgotha, quite the Palace.

The Good News … the Best Possible News in the entire universe… is that it is precisely in his suffering and crucifixion, in his utter and complete powerlessness leading to his death that Jesus Our Sovereign is at the very Zenith of Power, having ramifications for the entire world.  

And what does he bestow from his throne room?  Not condemnation. Not judgment or division.  Not rejection.

Instead of Knighthood, this Monarch bestows forgiveness.  He decrees that all who believe in him are welcome to paradise with him.  His proclamation is one of Atonement  …  At-Onement …  between the Creator and the Created.   Not much pomp and circumstance in this court.  Just priceless forgiveness, New life and eternal love.  The All Powerful.  Power that has never been seen before or since.  The Pantocreator.

This is the Reign of the wise righteous Sovereign from the House of David who keeps God’s people safe.  This is the One who finds the lost among us, gathers us all together and dispels our fear and dismay so that we may live in peace.  This is the Head of the Church.

And what Jeremiah tells us is that he has a message for those who are charged with the care of others in his name, for all of us:  watch your step.  This is too important for you to mess up.  Don’t inject your own stuff into this.  Don’t divide and condemn.  Don’t cast off and throw away and especially, don’t do it in the name of Christ. It’s not about you.  It’s about the Reign of a loving God.  Welcome and gather together.  Sacrifice yourself and pour yourself out.  Forgive.  And in that, you will proclaim Christ’s Reign and have all you need.  Indeed, you will be raised up. 

