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Christ the King Sunday

Pilate said to Jesus, “So you are a king?” And Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king.”

For the last few months the Washington Post has run an interesting ad campaign--you may have heard it. It has a catchy phrase: “If you don’t get it, you don’t get it.” Now this may or may not be true of the Post. But it certainly rings true for the exchange between Jesus and Pilate here in John’s gospel. By the end of their exchange it’s clear each is thinking of the other some version of the phrase, “If you don’t get it, you don’t get it.” 
Pilate wants to know if Jesus is a king plain and simple. But it’s a pro forma question, really. Jesus is no military threat, that much is clear--his small band of followers run off when Judas and the soldiers show up in the garden. There is some question as to his political influence because the leaders of his own people have made vague a  ccusations against him--calling him an evildoer. But even so, the whole concept of a Jewish king under Roman rule is laughable and Pilate knows it--the only thing it might mean is one more small-time puppet politician jockeying for a little national attention. If Pilate’s question reveals anything, it is his mocking contempt for the Jewish people and their petty problems. Pilate is at the height of his career, one of a handful of governors in the most powerful empire in the known world. He just wants fix the complaining with violence if necessary, and get back to his beach house on the coast. 
In the course of this short dialogue he asks three questions--“Are you the King of the Jews?,” “Am I a Jew?,” “So you are a King?”--and the famous fourth that comes right after the last line of today’s text, “What is truth?” It would be one thing if Pilate stuck around to have a philosophical and theological conversation with Jesus, but the next line reads “After he had said this, he went out…”. In other words, “Jesus, if you don’t get it that I’m the one in power and that you’re fighting a lost cause, you don’t get it.”
Jesus for his part knows he is a dead man walking, but he carries himself as though the whole scene unfolding before him is held gently and lovingly in the hands of God. The calm he exudes contrasts with Pilate’s frenetic questioning--you could almost say it is regal. But let there be no mistake: Jesus is trying to communicate with Pilate, and nothing gets through. They speak a shared language, but the distance between their perspectives is far too great. Pilate wants a quick confession in the categories he understands--power, politics, force--and his questions reflect this. Jesus won’t fit into any of those categories, and his answers reflect this. How to explain to Pilate that Israel always had a conflicted relationship with kings because Israel’s theology only allows for one king, Yahweh? How to explain that the concept of earthly king is antithetical to the one who came not to be served, but to serve? How to explain that Jesus will be crowned not in a banquet hall but on a cross?
But Jesus gives the traditional language a try anyway: “My kingdom,” or “kingship” in the literal translation, “My kingship is not from this world.” In other words, the kingship of Caesar and every other king has its source in this world and its value system; Jesus’ kingship, if that’s what you want to call it, has a different source and a different value system. But Pilate seizes onto Jesus’ use of king language and again tries to force him into that old category: “So you are a king?” And finally Jesus has to say, “You say that I am a king. Call it what you want, but for this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.” And then the zinger that officially puts Pilate on trial, “Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” The irony is that of course Pilate is not there to listen to Jesus, and thereby does not belong to the truth. In other words, “If you don’t get it, you don’t get it.”
In the exchange between Pilate and Jesus, there is an old conflict made new: “our ways versus God’s ways,” earthly versus spiritual, worldly values and Godly values. Augustine of Hippo in the fourth century wrote a book called The City of God, and in it describes the tension of living in two cities: the city of man and the city of God, Washington, DC and the new Jerusalem, the place of struggle and the place of hope. Ironically, Augustine wrote just as the invincible Titanic of Rome represented by Pilate and Caesar was crumbling to foreign invaders.
It is a conflict that exists in us too. We also have a Pilate and a Jesus in us speaking with two distinct voices; we have two narratives running through us most days: the narrative of the world and the narrative of God. On a day to day basis we will need to choose which voice we will listen to more closely, which person we will crown as king. But the good news is that the one who resisted the title of king overcame the world in all its false desires. This does not take us out of the world, out of the struggle, or away from life. It simply means we do not need to win the battle ourselves--we simply need to place our battle in his victory. 
Today we celebrate Christ the King Sunday--this is the church’s version of New Year’s Eve celebration. Next week we will start a new year with the beginning of Advent. So today we remember that all that we are and all that we have--and all the whole cosmos finds our deepest allegiance and our true identity in the service of Christ our King.

But I wonder if Jesus would want the church to remember him as King, celebrate as our New Years eve service his role as king. I wonder if it is just a bit too easy to get mixed up with the usual understanding of power, and begin to think of him as President or Prime Minister or Governor or Senator Jesus. 

The old hymn Bethlehem Down comes to mind: 

“When he is king, we will give him the king’s gifts: myrrh from the forest and gold for his crown; 

When he is king, we will wrap him in grave sheets; myrrh for embalming and wood for his crown.”
But if king means Christ the one for whom there was no room in the inn; if it means Christ the one who touched the leper and healed the woman with the flow of blood; if it means Christ the one who won for us the victory of hope and holiness that we can never win for ourselves, the one whose light was not overcome by the darkness and in whom we can place our meager, dimming lights, then Christ is king. Christ is King.
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