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Christ the King Sunday

Thanksgiving Sunday

John 18:33-38

In this season of Thanksgiving, dear God, we have so much for which to be thankful: friends, families, love that surrounds us, for life itself, and for you.  We have been so richly blessed in so many ways.  Now, in this time together, may we hear your voice, listen to your truth, and have the courage and faith to live by them.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.

I want you to know that I did not come down with a case of amnesia and forget what holiday it is this week.  I know Thanksgiving is Thursday and that this isn’t Holy Week, even though our reading from John’s gospel is a Holy Week story.  Trust me, I’m quite certain it’s a 21 pound turkey defrosting in my refrigerator and not a 21 pound ham for Easter.
Some of you probably know that this is the last Sunday of the church year which, since 1925, has been referred to as Christ the King Sunday.  Or, to use the more politically correct and in vogue term, “reign of Christ Sunday”.  More on that later.

It was the Roman Catholic Church that started the celebration, and since 1970 it’s been observed by Christians in general, though I don’t remember any such celebration in my church growing up.   Think of it as the New Year ’s Eve of the Christian year, the day we come full circle and end a journey that began last year on the first Sunday of Advent.  Like new Year’s Eve, it’s a celebration that looks forward to a new beginning while looking back to the previous year, remembering everything we’ve learned about Christ and his mission and ministry.

Now, I’ve said it before that the whole idea of Christ as King seems a bit odd to me.  This is because generally, Kings are not known as people who-well-were very Christian.  King Henry the 8th chopped off his wives’ heads and broke from the Catholic Church so he could remarry.  King George III oppressed the people by instituting a sole form of religion.  Biblical kings fair no better.  King Herod killed all male babies under the age of two.  And the other King Herod washed his hands of Jesus’ fate.  

Which is why many people have stopped referring to this Sunday as Christ the King Sunday and instead call it “The Reign of Christ Sunday”, because Jesus doesn’t seem to have much in common with earthly kings.
In her book “Saving Jesus From Those Who Are Right”, Carter Heyward replaces the word “kingdom” with “kindom”.  She thinks it’s a much more appropriate term for Christ because it implies mutuality and respect.  King, or kingdom carries too much baggage and is outdated in this democratic age, she argues.  Kindom allows us to speak of faith in relational ways and embodies more of the truth in Jesus’ message.

Which gets us to the gospel of John.

In this scene Jesus and Pilate are going back and forth about the charges brought against Jesus.  Pilate really doesn’t want to be there dealing with who he perceives to be a Jewish troublemaker.  He doesn’t want to be in the middle of a dispute between the Jewish leaders and Jesus.  Pilate, who’s been charged with maintaining Roman rule in Judea, doesn’t think Jesus is a threat to Rome.  He tells the Jewish leaders to “judge him according to your own law” (verse 29 and 31).  

But Pilate also wants to stay in control, and if he doesn’t give the Jewish leaders what they want, his authority could be in question.  If he can’t handle matters in Jerusalem it probably won’t sit well in Rome.
So Pilate summons Jesus and asks him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” The title “king” is loaded with political meaning for the Romans.  If Jesus claims to be king, he’s owning up to being an insurrectionist.  And the Roman government has little patience for rebels and even less tolerance for any king but Caesar.  
In typical fashion, Jesus replies to Pilate’s question with a question of his own: “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?”  
They go on again, and then Pilate asks him again.  “So you are a king?”  Jesus answered, “You say that I am king.”

Jesus doesn’t say he’s a king.  In fact, he says, “I am not the world’s kind of king.  I came to testify to the truth.”  To which Pilate asks, “What is truth?”
TRUTH is a major theme of John’s gospel.  John uses the word almost 4 times more than Matthew, Mark or Luke.  We have no way of knowing if Pilate’s question was sincere or sarcastic; personally, I think you can read it either way.  But no matter of it was sincere or sarcastic, it was wrongly put, because Pilate thinks of truth as a “what”.  For Pilate, whatever else truth was or was not, it was something you thought.  Truth for Pilate, and for us, was and is a function of the intellect; a proposition, a concept, a calculation.  

But this is not Jesus’ understanding of truth or John’s understanding of truth.  Jesus does not teach the truth to his disciples.  He does not deliver the truth to his disciples, nor do the disciples have the truth.  Truth is not an object, a body of materials that can be possessed.  Jesus is not a great teacher who gives disciples “great truths” to live by.

What Jesus does do is give himself to the disciples, because in John’s gospel, truth is a “who” not a “what”.  Truth is not something we try to intellectually grasp, it’s something we do.  Truth is embodied in the person of Jesus; truth is Jesus’ life and mission, and it’s lived-out in the actions of his followers.  It’s lived out in the greatest commandment, to love one another.  Truth is a matter of wanting to do God’s will, not a matter of trying to decide if what Jesus teaches is true.  There’s great irony in this scene where Pilate asks Jesus what is truth, when the one who is truth incarnate is staring him in the face.

In Jesus’ life, we learn what truth looks like and as faithful Christians, we strive to live like him in our daily lives.

Which gets me to Thanksgiving, because I think Thanksgiving and our celebration of Christ the King Sunday have something in common.  Because Thanksgiving is not just a day, it’s a way of life-it’s what we do when we embody Jesus’ truth in our lives.  John F. Kennedy said, “As we express our gratitude, we must never forget that the highest appreciation is not to utter words, but to live by them.”  Someone else once said, “Thanksgiving, after all, is a word of action.”

I’ve said it before, but I think it’s worth mentioning again, that the idyllic picture we paint of that first Thanksgiving with tables overflowing with food is really a myth.  Life was hard.  People were starving.  So many of the original pilgrims died.  When they sat down to eat that first “Thanksgiving” meal together, their hearts were still broken from grief and trauma.

Yet somehow they reached deep down inside themselves, to the very core of their being and faith, to give thanks to God for what they had, even if what they had was very little.  

This morning we heard Psalm 100, known to us as the doxology, that piece we sing every week.  The remarkable thing about the doxology is that it was mostly written by people who had precious little to be cheerful and joyful about, just like the first Pilgrims.  Chances are that the Pilgrims sang it when they ate and drank together at the first Thanksgiving, just as we will sing it this morning.

And when we sing it, we not only praise God from whom all blessings flow, we also acknowledge that we are called to live a life that is focused on something greater than ourselves.  That we are called away from the relentless focus on me, mine, my needs, and my feelings, to a life focused on other’s needs, other’s feelings, and other people.  

It’s what this Sunday, and this life of following Christ the King is all about.  And so, as you sit down to your Thanksgiving meal, and I hope-say grace- remember that Grace isn't a little prayer you chant before receiving a meal.  It's a way to live.
  
Amen.

� Attributed to Jacqueline Winspear








