This sermon was preached at Holy Cross Episcopal Church, Dunn Loring, VA, on November 25, 2007, the last Sunday after Pentecost--Christ the King Sunday--by the Rev. Walter Smedley, IV, rector. Readings for the day came from the Revised Common Lectionary, and included Jeremiah 23, verses 1-6; Psalm 46; Colossians 1:11-20; and the Gospel according to Luke, chapter 23, verses 33-43.

“God Helps Those Who Help Themselves”?
“Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” (Luke 23:39)
Today is the last Sunday of the church year, the final Sunday of the Christian calendar. Next Sunday we’ll turn and greet each other not just with the Peace but with a “Happy New Year”--the first Sunday of Advent. We call this day Christ the King Sunday because for the last twelve months we have traveled the unique journey of the Christian life: we’ve soared with wonder at Jesus’ birth and Spirit-filled ministry; we’ve sunk down to the depths of grief and loss at his suffering and death; we’ve been lifted to a new hope by the powerful victory of life over death in his resurrection; and we’ve been empowered by the Holy Spirit not just to be passive spectators but active participants in Jesus’ own powerful ministry, continuing his work of recreating the world according to God’s standards: healing the sick, visiting the lonely, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, seeking out the lost, welcoming the stranger, giving hope to the despairing. This is the Christian cycle: Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost. And it is the flow of our personal lives too, isn’t it: beginnings, work, struggle, real endings, and then new beginnings? 
And now, at the conclusion of another year, we pledge our allegiance to the risen Lord who we believe has authority over all other authorities, all other leaders and nations, over all of creation itself, even the entire arc of human history. In traditional lingo, we say: “Christ is King”. 
It would be nice if this concept of Christ the King could rush by smoothly and without notice, but by saying it, by acknowledging it, we must confront the other kings in our lives who generally do not like being pushed out of the spotlight, out of the center and made second best. If Christ is the King, I am not, my work is not, my political leaders of choice are not, my nation is not, my clan or tribe or class is not. If Christ is really the King of my life, nothing else can be.
Alright preacher, a little heavy-handed on the idolatry warning but we get the picture, so can we move on to the good news already?

The good news, or gospel according to Luke this morning has everything to do with what kind of King Jesus is, what actions and attributes make him King-like. So without much ado Luke takes us to the place called the Skull where the King is crucified along with two criminals--two other criminals we should say, since Jesus was convicted of criminal activity and is in the midst of his resulting capital punishment. On the scene are people who stand by watching it, paralyzed to do anything for fear of risking their own safety. Then there are the religious leaders and soldiers there too, who call him “King” and “Messiah” and “Chosen One,” but only for the purpose of humiliating Jesus in his helpless state--an early form of adding psychological torture to physical pain. Although it is nowhere in their Scriptures, they are staunch defenders of the belief that “God helps those who help themselves”--and since Jesus couldn’t or wouldn’t help himself, God must not want to help him either. Even the inscription over him is a public way to mock this King: “This is the King of the Jews”--just take a good look: more than half-naked, publicly humiliated, deserted by his followers, and now about to die. The cross is an unsophisticated but deadly-clear message of sheer intimidation, and we get it. It says: “You better not do what this guy did, or you’ll get what he got.”
So is this the good news, preacher? Do what Jesus did and get killed for it? With good news like this, who needs the bad news?
To gaze at our King on a Cross is to wonder if perhaps Jesus was a bit too weak in his response to terror. In fact it is to wonder is he was too weak for the job of King at all. Truly, who wants to follow a crucified King?

If I am completely honest, my human instinct tells me not to. To tell the truth, what I want is a king who will protect me, my baby, my family, my safety, my rights, my health, my way of life. I want a king who puts as much emphasis on protection, security, and safety as I do. My gut desire is for a God who protects from terrorists and tsunamis and hurricanes and forest fires, who stands up and fights back, who gets rid of the bad guys. I want a God who will not accept public shame, who will not accept violence against himself or death, who will not accept unjust character defamation but who will fight against all this because it isn’t right and it isn’t fair. Jesus should have called his Father collect and gotten some backup! If I am honest there’s a part of me that is always somewhat embarrassed when people ask “Where was God when that happened?” and all I can say is that God’s heart was the first to break.
We live so close to the political center of the country, even of the world, where political leaders are taught how to look strong by walking a certain way, or by using certain hand motions; how to sound strong by using certain key words--and for good reason! People like me want a strong leader, a protector. When I feel threatened, most of me prefers our politics to the politics of Jesus, which looks weak because it’s on a cross, and sounds weak because it begins with “Father, forgive.” How crippling to live by this ethic!

We have to pause and remember that it was after all Satan’s voice that asked Jesus to prove he was God in the desert. It was an echo of the same devilish voice that filled the disciples when they asked Jesus if they could call down fire to consume the town that would not welcome them; and it is the same echo in the voices of the religious leaders, the soldiers, and the one criminal who all say in one form or another: “Show your power if you have any--do something, King Jesus!” And there is the same devilish echo in our demand for a protector God who will do our bidding for our own best interests alone. 

What Jesus’ vulnerability reveals is our desire for God to be our own personal chaplain, blessing our sports teams for victory, keeping our families safe, our church safe, our nation safe. Unfortunately he is a King who resists all partiality and who promises none of these, because he promises so much more. What he promises is a complete overthrow of the forces of evil and death for all people, for all time.
The good news that actually feels like good news is that Jesus is the kind of King who understands our desire for protection is just a loose cover-up for our deep fears and anxieties. He gently takes these into himself and responds “Father, forgive.” He is the kind of King who chooses to keep loving even if it costs him his life. He is the kind of King who chooses personal suffering rather than retributive violence. He is the kind of King who, even in the face of the powers that destroy, knows and trusts that it is God and God alone who holds all power and all authority. He knows that God can bring new life to every person and every situation no matter how bad it looks. He is the kind of King who can see through the powers that can hurt the body but not the soul.
One last thought: if Jesus is King of the Cross, we are people of the Cross, and it’s okay if we look weak and foolish to the rest of the world. The rest of the world cries social Darwinism, survival of the fittest, that it’s a dog-eat-dog world, and that “God helps those who help themselves”. But we are about the work of doing what our King taught us: we seek out the lost, we help those who cannot help themselves, and when we are mistreated we pray, “Father, forgive.” And we trust a little more each day, that when the world cries wars and rumors of war, Christ is King. Christ is King.
Amen.
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