Who Is In Charge Here?

Rev. 1:4-8      

John 18:33-38

     Today is the Sunday in the church’s calendar to declare that Christ is King; that Jesus is Lord; and that we know how this whole story ends.  The church has a calendar for all 52 Sundays a year; and each year it leads us through the story of our faith.   With the first Sunday of Advent, which is next week; the year begins with our anticipation of the birth of Jesus.  Then comes his baptism, ministry, and the passion story of Holy week; the great Celebration of Easter Sunday;  Christ is risen; then the story turns to the role of the church, in Pentecost and beyond.   And here, on the last Sunday of that church calendar, we celebrate the great finale.  Alleluia.  Christ is king.  God is the alpha and omega - the beginning of all this, and our destination.
     With this in mind, let us give our attention to the Gospel lesson found in John 18.  Christ is king, and ruler of the kings of the earth. What an odd thing for us to say on a Sunday a morning. 

     It is odd because we fought a revolution to be rid of King George III; rid of monarchs and inherited thrones; rid of rulers who say that they alone may decide God’s will fro the realm.   
      It is odd because we are ruled by an elected president, a Congress, a governor, a city council.  These are not like Pilate, who was appointed by a foreign power to keep the people in line.  Our laws are not whims of the crown, and not rules of someone across the sea.  But they are our own hard-won decisions in the court of public opinion, in the halls of those whom we have put in power. 

     Yet we come in here to declare on this Sunday that Christ is king.   It is very odd because the man from Nazareth did not act much like a monarch.  But he did talk about God’s kingdom repeatedly. “Seek ye first God’s kingdom and all the rest will fall into place.”  “Repent, for the the kingdom of God is near at hand.” “My kingdom is not of this world; not like this realm.”  It may be the thing that Jesus talked about most often in his preaching and teaching.  God’s kingdom is close; seek it.  He did this all the while standing in a land ruled by a foreign monarch; the emperor of Rome.   That is very odd.

     All this comes to a head in John chapter 18.  

             

     In our morning text from John, two men stand across from each other. Pilate is governor for 9 years of a province called Judea.  It is an important highway between the wealthy powers of Egypt, Rome and Mesopotamia.  Pilate, the man in charge, is standing with a prisoner whom some praise and some condemn as thinking he is the King of the “Judaioi”  - the Jews or Judeans.   (Indeed that was the charge nailed to his cross along with his body.  Warning all that this is what Rome does to rival kings.)

     Pilate and this man from Nazareth, these two actually spar a little with each other. Neither one extends much honor or credit to the other.  I expect this scene takes place in Pilate’s office there at the headquarters . I imagine it is a room furnished to impress.   There is a huge executive desk, with a expensive chair behind it.  On the wall is a picture of Augustus Ceasar placing the gold signet ring, sign of the governor’s office, on Pilate’s finger.  I imagine that Pilate is dressed in the finest Roman linen; that his hair is neatly combed, and he is clean shaven, and freshly bathed. 

     Before him stands the prisoner who looks like he has been sleeping outdoors, or in a bus shelter.  His clothes are Salvation Army hand-me-downs. His beard is scraggly, and his hair literally has hayseed in it.  Now picture this conversation:
     Are you the king of the Jews; the true ruler of Judea?

     Who wants to know? 

     I don’t really care.  I ain’t no local yokel, that’s for sure.  The way you treat each other around here is barbaric.   So tell me, why are they all so angry with you?

      My kingdom is not of this world; not like the kind you know or they want.  For example, if it were my followers would be fighting in the streets right now.  But my authority is not from around here, nor is it tied to any one place.  

     Ah, ha. I caught you!  SO you are a king after all!  And therefore you are on my most wanted list of dangers, threats, and criminals!

     (dismissively) Whatever you say.  But I can tell you this: I came to bear witness to what is true, not what is expedient.  Those who seek truth listen to me.

     Bah. What is truth? 

     What is the truth of the scene?  Two men face each other.  Who is in charge here? 

      True or false?  Pilate represented the most powerful nation in the western world; the greatest civilization; the most control anyone had ever seen, the most soldiers under arms ever committed up to that point in history.   True, but not the truth.

     True or false?  Jesus never traveled more than 50 miles from home, had no university degree, and not many followers at his death.  He never wrote a book, ruled a land, made a fortune, or passed a law.   True, but not the whole truth.

     Who is going to win this stand off, come out on top, be known down through history, change the course of peoples’ lives, show what real power can do?

     Every sane person of course says its Pilate.   The truth is that we only know about Pilate because he was in the room with Jesus. 

     What is true?   Who is in charge around here?

      Some years ago, I heard Archbishop Desmond Tutu speak at Duke Chapel. The sanctuary was packed with college students and the community.  Rev. Tutu is a small man, maybe 5 foot 4 inches tall.  He has a grand smile, and his face shines when he speaks.

     He told us this story:  During the struggle to get free from apartheid, he was preaching in a church out in a small town.  The local authorities knew that he was speaking out for the rights and equality of  the racial minority.  The local governor sent troops to the church to show who was boss.   They marched into the sanctuary during the service and lined up along the wall, not saying a thing.   Rev. Tutu looked at them and said “Welcome, my brothers.  We are glad that you are here.  Know that God loves you.  But your cause has already lost.  Your cause and your power will not last, because it is based on injustice.  We know who is in charge.  And he is for justice.  We know who made all the people equal in God’s sight with his death on the cross.  So lay down your arms and join us.  Because we know who is in charge.”  

     In our second Scripture lesson, John, a prisoner of the Roman empire, an exile locked away on a small island of Patmos, writes to the seven churches in Asia Minor.  With chains on his feet, he writes to them in the name of Jesus Christ “the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, the ruler of the kings of the earth.” 

      Just because we know how this story ends, does not mean we slide by without any suffering or struggle. In fact, all the Gospels remind us that there is much turmoil to be endured because we have sided with this man from Nazareth, this king in homespun garb, this ruler who gets nailed to a cross.

     Some of our members go to the downtown feeding program to help out. After preparing a hot lunch, they open the doors and welcome in 100, 110, 120 homeless people.  They serve them the meal, then they clean up and get ready to do it again the next day.  They do this because we know who is in charge, and who we are going to answer to when our story is over.

     We all have our doubts, and fears, and dark nights.  We live with a faltering economy, a nation at war, with murder in the headlines and malfeasance on the financial pages.  Yet we know how the story ends.  We know who is in charge.  So we come in here to sing alleluia, for the Christ is ruler of the kings of the earth; and the one who will see us through.   We come to worship week after week to remember the truth:  we belong to Christ and Christ belongs to God.  

     Who is in charge here?   We think we know the answer to that question.  And so we dare to sing, to pray, to worship and bow down; so that one day we may stand up in the presence of the king. 

     Thanks be to God.
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