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A few weeks ago, I was walking toward my office when I heard something that made pause 
and backtrack. I turned toward the door of our Financial Secretary Billy’s office, hoping I had not 
heard what I thought I heard. But no, there it was, coming from his computer speakers… the 
unmistakeable sound of Christmas music. On the fourth of November. Waaaaay before 
Thanksgiving. I felt it was completely inappropriate. Billy and I agreed to disagree on that one. 
 
This may surprise some of you because, if you know me, you know that I don’t put a lot of stock 
in rules, generally thinking that most rules are guidelines at best. But, despite that, I do feel 
strongly about things happening in an orderly fashion, at their appropriate times and given their 
appropriate due. That means celebrating Halloween at the end of October and then moving to 
Thanksgiving — not Christmas! You won’t see Christmas decorations up at my house until after 
this Thursday’s Thanksgiving celebration. And you certainly won’t hear Christmas music coming 
from my office before then.  
 
We have a rhythm to our observances in the church as well — the Christian liturgical year. I like 
that pattern again, not because I believe in following the rules set forth by the “liturgical 
lawmakers” but because I think this idea keeps us from conflating the sacred and the secular. 
We have our own calendar in the Church, and it’s not the same as the Hallmark calendar. Next 
Sunday, we’ll start the season of Advent, a season of anticipation and waiting for Christ’s 
coming. It’s an important season in its own right, not just a precursor to Christmas, so it should get 
its due. And then, of course, we get to Christmas. It’s actually a season of Christmas that then 
leads us into Epiphany, and so forth. In the rhythm of our Christian liturgical calendar is another 
day that we sometimes overlook: this day, Christ the King Sunday. 
 
Christ the King Sunday is the culmination of our Christian year, as the church’s new year begins 
with Advent. It’s a relatively recent addition to our Christian calendar, coming about in the 1920s 
to celebrate Christ as Lord of our lives and ruler of all the world. It’s a day meant to remind us 
that, despite all the chaos and tumult we may see around us, in the end, God reigns over all 
things. As the final day of our Christian year, it’s also a celebratory day. And so, given all my 
probably contradictory feelings about hating rules loving our liturgical calendar: Today, we are 
celebrating Christ the King Sunday. 
 
The scripture reading you just heard is an expected reading for this day. These words from the 
beginning of the letter to the Colossians paint a glorious image of the primacy of Christ, saying, 
“Christ is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven 
and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 
powers — all things have been created through him and for him…. Christ is the head of the 
body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to 
have first place in everything.” 



 
It sounds appropriate for a day called Christ the King Sunday, doesn’t it? Christ the almighty, 
ruler over heaven and earth, thrones, dominions, rulers, powers…. It has all the pomp and 
circumstance we would expect on a day like today. This passage isn’t the only reading for 
today, though. There’s also a gospel reading in our lectionary cycle, from Luke, the twenty-third 
chapter, verses thirty-three through forty-three. Here’s what Luke’s gospel says today:  
 

When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the 
criminals, one on his right and one on his left. Then Jesus said, "Father, forgive them; for 
they do not know what they are doing." And they cast lots to divide his clothing. And the 
people stood by, watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying, "He saved others; let 
him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!” The soldiers also mocked 
him, coming up and offering him sour wine, and saying, "If you are the King of the Jews, 
save yourself!” There was also an inscription over him, "This is the King of the Jews.” One 
of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, "Are you not the 
Messiah? Save yourself and us!” But the other rebuked him, saying, "Do you not fear 
God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed have 
been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man 
has done nothing wrong.” Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your 
kingdom.” He replied, "Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” 

 
Well that paints a bit of a different picture, doesn’t it? Instead of the majestic Christ ruling in 
power and might over all of creation, we are given an image of the crucified Christ, mocked, 
dying, and helpless. It’s a very different message in this scripture reading than what we heard in 
Colossians. We expect a kingly scene today, not a crucifixion scene. The scripture readings in the 
lectionary are not paired haphazardly, though, so we must read them in conversation with each 
other and ask ourselves: What could all of this possibly have to do with Christ the King Sunday? 
 
I don’t know about you, but first century Roman crucifixion is not a story I easily relate to. It seems 
very far removed from our 21st century experience, so to make sense of today’s texts, I think we 
may need to look at these texts through the lens of others who can offer us a deeper 
understanding of the cross and its implication for us on this day. 
 
Dr. James Cone was an influential American theologian and scholar who died just last year. He 
was known for challenging the traditional but limited views of Christian theology prevalent in the 
twentieth century, working to develop a robust understanding of black theology. His work was 
about helping the Church interpret our faith not only through the lens of the white Christians’ 
experience that dominates much of our theology but also through the lived experiences of 
African Americans past and present. One of the last books he wrote, in 2011, was The Cross and 
the Lynching Tree. In this book, Dr. Cone calls our attention to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ as 
central to understanding our faith. He observes that the black church in America regularly 
preaches and sings about the cross, with passion and conviction, while the white church in 
America largely glosses over the crucifixion, preferring to focus on Jesus’ life and teachings, and 
his later resurrection.  
 



Dr. Cone points out that the lynching tree of our recent history — as recent as 1930 in central 
Indiana — is strikingly similar to the cross on Golgotha some two-thousand years ago. And yet, 
that parallel is rarely discussed in our churches. Cone remarks, “The cross is the great symbol of 
the Christian narrative of salvation. Unfortunately, during the course of 2,000 years of Christian 
history, this symbol of salvation has been detached from any reference to the ongoing suffering 
and oppression of human beings…. The cross has been transformed into a harmless, non-
offensive ornament that Christians wear around their necks…. Until we can see the cross and the 
lynching tree together, until we can identify Christ with a ‘recrucified’ black body hanging from 
a lynching tree, there can be no genuine understanding of Christian identity in America…” 
 
He goes on to explore the power of the cross in black American churches, noting, “That God 
could ‘make a way out of no way’ in Jesus’ cross was truly absurd to the intellect, yet profoundly 
real in the souls of black folk. Enslaved blacks who first heard the gospel message seized on the 
power of the cross. Christ crucified manifested God’s loving and liberating presence in the 
contradictions of black life — that transcendent presence in the lives of black Christians that 
empowered them to believe that ultimately, in God’s eschatological future, they would not be 
defeated by the ‘troubles of this world,’ no matter how great and painful their suffering. 
Believing this paradox, this absurd claim of faith, was only possible through God’s ‘amazing 
grace’ and the gift of faith, grounded in humility and repentance. There was no place for the 
proud and mighty, for people who think that God called them to rule over others. The cross was 
God’s critique of power — white power — with powerless love, snatching victory out of defeat.” 
 
Dr. Cone is suggesting that the cross turns our notions of power completely upside-down. That 
the power of Christ we witness in the crucifixion is not a power of might and force; rather, it’s a 
power of solidarity with the suffering and oppressed, with the crucified people in our midst. It’s a 
power of sacrificial love that triumphs over all of the powers of this world that work against justice 
and try to silence the cries of the oppressed. It’s a power that, ultimately, even death cannot 
overcome.  
 
I told you earlier I don’t like conflating the sacred and the secular. This is one of those days in our 
Christian year that it’s tempting to do just that. We like the image of “Christ the King” that mirrors 
our own, earthly understandings of power and might. It’s easier for us to accept an almighty, 
majestic, omnipotent divine ruler than it is for us to wrestle with the implications of a suffering, 
crucified Christ as the embodiment of divine power. We have a hard time making sense of the 
Christ who reigns not by coming down off the cross but instead remains there in solidarity with all 
who suffer unjustly and even offers forgiveness to his torturers. And yet, if we can’t get this notion 
of Christ’s power right, perhaps, as Dr. Cone said in much more eloquent words: We’re missing 
the point of our Christian story. 
 
This is our King, the One we worship and pledge allegiance to. Lynched on the cross. That’s a 
little uncomfortable, isn’t it? 
 
Beyond understanding Christ’s counter-cultural power, we have to wrestle with the implications 
of following Christ and making room for that power in our own lives. Just this week, our Episcopal 
friends at Union Theological Seminary hosted a forum on how the Church is called to respond to 
the rise of white nationalism. The Rev. Dr. Kelly Brown Douglas, dean of the seminary, responded 



by saying: "The cross is central. It means the savior we believe in gave up privilege - in this case 
the privilege of whiteness - in order to enter into solidarity - in this case solidarity with black and 
brown people. You can't be Christian and not stand with the crucified class in your day.” 
 
You can’t be Christian and not stand with the crucified class in your day. Those are hard words 
to hear. 
 
The other day I was having coffee with a friend of mine, Rev. Duane Carlisle, one of the pastors 
at Broadway UMC down the road. We were talking about the prevalence of homelessness in our 
city, and I was sharing my wrestlings about the best ways for the Church to respond to requests 
for help from our neighbors on the verge of or already experiencing homelessness. And as only 
good friends can do, Duane listened and then read a Bible verse aloud. It was from Isaiah 58, 
where the prophet is talking about what kind of fast God desires and says, “Is it not to share your 
bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house?” He read that, and I said, 
“Yes, Duane. We do that at Meridian Street. We open our doors four times a year through Family 
Promise.” And my friend pushed back on me, noting that the scripture isn’t talking about 
bringing people into my church. It says “bring the homeless poor into your house”! Well, that hit 
home.  
 
Those words have been running on a loop in my head ever since. You see, I like to think that I’m 
a pretty generous person, that I’ve made life choices to put myself on the side of justice and 
compassion. But then a friend quotes the Bible to me in a way that lines up with the powerful 
words of Dr. Cone and Dr. Douglas I’ve been reading this week, and I realize there’s a limit to 
what I’m willing to do. For all my talk, I’m not willing to open the doors of my 3-bedroom, 2 1/2 
bath house and share it with people who don’t have a home. I’m not willing to give up my own 
comfort — my own sense of power and privilege — to live in solidarity with the suffering and 
oppressed. That challenges me too much. And yet, I want to get there.  
 
I want to be a follower of Christ that gives everything up for the sake of the cross that turns our 
world upside-down. I want to be completely committed to Christ’s radical way of being that 
stands in solidarity with the hurting, the oppressed, the crucified of today, that proclaims the 
power of love over the powers of this world. I want to take up my cross and proclaim Christ as 
King over the entirety of my life, choosing the way of sacrificial love over my own prosperity…. 
but, if I’m honest, I’m not there yet. 
 
And so, today I recognize that. And I hear Christ’s call to keep following, to stay on this journey. 
And I pray that I will find the courage to give up the power that keeps me comfortable so that I 
can find freedom in the power of Christ that changes the world. 
 
Friends, this is why Christ the King Sunday matters: 
 
It’s a day to recognize that the same Christ who rules over all creation is also the Christ who 
willingly hung from a tree next to supposed criminals and continues to suffer in solidarity with all 
who are oppressed, and is the same Christ who we will again soon witness coming into this world 
as the most vulnerable of babies. 
 



It’s a day to turn all of our illusions of power squarely on their heads, when we realize that the 
greatest power in the world, Christ’s power, is rooted in love and made most visible in a broken 
body and crown of thorns. 
 
It’s a day to celebrate that life-changing, world-changing power and be challenged by what it 
means to let Christ reign in our own lives, to ask ourselves what power we need to give up, even 
and especially when it’s uncomfortable. 
 
And it’s a day to give thanks for a King unlike any ever seen before on this earth, to give thanks 
for the One who reigns now and forever. Thanks be to God! 
 
Would you pray with me? 
 
Holy One, we like the idea of this “Christ the King Sunday,” but if we’re honest, we must confess 
that it’s much harder to make you King of our lives every day. We even like the idea of this 
upside-down power you show us, but if we’re honest, we must confess that it’s much harder to 
let that power show up in our own lives. And yet, we hear you beckoning to us, inviting us to 
continue on this journey, having faith that we can do the things that seem overwhelming, even 
impossible at this time. And so we trust and give thanks for your reign in our lives today and in the 
days to come. Amen. 
 


