Children
Object: A gavel.
Good morning, boys and girls. Today we are going to talk about kings and kingdoms. How many of you have ever met a king? (Let them answer.) Why not? Have you heard of kings? (Let them answer.) Of course you have heard of them, but we have very few kings left in the world and none of them are in this country. A king is a person who is in charge of his country. Once upon a time they made the laws and they made people obey the laws. People fought for their king and even died for him if they had to. A king was in charge of his country.
I brought with me this morning a tool that helps some people be in charge of other people. (Show them the gavel.) Do you know who uses one of these? (Let them answer.) That's right, a judge uses one of these, and so do presidents and committees. This shows that they are in charge of the meeting or the court. It is called a gavel, and it helps to keep order in a meeting. I don't know if a king used a gavel, but he probably used something like it to show that he was in charge.
Many people wanted to know if Jesus was a king, and if he was the king, was he in charge of them and their country. Jesus tried to explain to them that he was a king, but not just their king. That didn't sound right to them. He lived with them, worked with them and ate with them. How could he do all of that and not be their king. He was a king, he said, but a different kind of king. They already had kings of their countries. Jesus was a king because the Father in Heaven made him the king over all the countries, all the people, and all the world. Jesus was the "king of men" who live a long time before they died, and he would be the king of men who lived after they lived. That is hard to understand. They wanted Jesus to either be their king, or no one's king. But Jesus knew about God's plan and how people were going to live forever with him in heaven. Jesus knew that men would need a king who did not love some people and hate other people. That was the kind of king that Jesus would be. Jesus did not want people to fight for him, and fight against other people. Jesus was the king of all the people and that was what he was trying to teach them. But they would not listen. They did not understand that he was the Son of God. Now we know what he meant. He was not going to be the king of some people for a little bit of time. Jesus is our king now, because he is in charge of our world, just like he has always been in charge. The next time you see a gavel, or you hear about a king, I want you to think about Jesus and how he is the king of the world for all time and for all people. Amen.
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Perhaps you have heard this story. It's a great story: Many years ago, when Hitler's forces occupied Denmark, the order came that all Jews in Denmark were to identify themselves by wearing armbands with yellow stars of David. The Danes had seen the extermination of Jews in other countries and guessed that this was the first step in that process in their countries. The King did not defy the orders. He had every Jew wear the star and he himself wore the Star of David. He told his people that he expected every loyal Dane to do the same. The King said, "We are all Danes. One Danish person is the same as the next." He wore his yellow star when going into Copenhagen every day in order to encourage his people. The King of Denmark identified with his people, even to the point of putting his own life on the line.
It's a wonderful story with a powerful point. The only problem is it isn't true. It's an urban legend. It's been around for a long time and told thousands of times over. And now with the internet we are getting a lot of these legendary stories retold. Too bad! What an image for a king, identifying with his people. 
"Are you the king of the Jews?" Pilate asked. "Is that your idea," Jesus said to him, "or did others talk to you about me?" That's how these legends get started. Other people talking about what other people have said. Jesus was essentially crucified on gossip and rumor. An urban legend had developed around his ministry that he was going to lead a revolt against Rome.
In his conversation with Pilate, Jesus finally does imply that he is a king. "My kingdom," he explains, "is not of this world." Not of this world. That's what it takes. That's what it takes to find a King who identifies with his people. A King of heaven, a King of kings from some place other than this world.
Pilate and Jesus. Kingdoms in conflict. There are great lessons found in the tension between these two. 
I
First let's take a look at the kingdoms of this world. Pilate represents them. But who was this man? And why has the church remembered him throughout the ages? Even our creed, which does not mention any of the disciples, mentions him: I believe in Jesus Christ…born of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate.
We know that he was about the same age as Jesus and probably had mixed feelings about his appointment as Governor of Judea. He knew that it was one of the most difficult places to govern because of the religious sensitivities of the Jews, and yet he also must have thought that if he did a good job, avoided making errors, he could be assured of a good future in the foreign service of Rome.
But from the beginning almost everything went wrong for Pilate. At first Pilate tries the strong-arm approach with these fanatical Jews who hate the Roman government with a passion. In an attempt to force Rome upon the people he ordered his soldiers to carry images of Caesar into the Jewish Temple (Recall the 10 Commandments? No graven images.). Caiaphas, the high priest, immediately retaliated by ordering 2000 praying Jews to surround Pilate’s palace for 6 days and nights. Pilate threatened to massacre them, and in defiance these protestors knelt before him stuck their necks out and dared him to do it. They had called his bluff. Enraged and humiliated, he ordered the images which he had erected in the Temple to be taken down.
Next Pilate tried the benevolent approach. Jerusalem needed a fresh water supply so Pilate agreed to build an aqueduct. But he made the mistake of financing this capital improvement project with funds from the Temple treasury. There was a riot, soldiers were called in to put it down, there were some deaths, and Pilate ended up with a scathing rebuke from Rome.
Pilate had lost control. Caiaphas, the Jewish high priest, and the council, had Pilate over a barrel. He didn’t rule them; they ruled him. And so by the time the Jesus incident arose, what we see is a frightened man, insecure, knowing well that he could not afford to make one more mistake. Pilate has become the most cautious of politicians.
Listen again to the conversation:
Pilate: Are you the king of the Jews? 
Jesus: Is that your idea or did someone tell you that?
Pilate: Am I a Jew? I don’t know your customs. What is it you have done?
Jesus: My Kingdom is not of this world.
Pilate: You are a king, then!
Jesus: Yes, I am, born a king to testify to the truth.
Pilate: What is truth?
Pilate is trying to get Jesus to implicate himself but Jesus won’t do it. He is king but not king of the Jews. Jesus’ subtle distinction puts Pilate in a difficult position. He must find fault with Jesus based on Roman law. He cannot. The Jews have found fault with Jesus on religious grounds. What’s Pilate to do?
All the might and power of Rome at his fingertips but he has become a timid man. Why? Because he must satisfy his constituents. He is not pursuing Truth he is reaching for compromise. Where’s the middle ground between Roman law, the Jewish high council, his own position as procurator, and Jesus’ innocence or guilt? I’m not sure any of us would fare better. This is politics at its core. It is the way governments and kingdoms of this world function.
II
But there is a second kingdom, Jesus tells Pilate that his kingdom is not of this world. Here is another kingdom, an alternate kingdom, the kingdom of heaven which now before Pilate is being presented.
This is the last week of the church year and on this last Sunday we celebrate Christ as the King. It began in the 1800's, when the world's great empires--British, American, Spanish, French, German, Russian, and Japanese--were all at war or about to go to war somewhere.
The Pope seeing the world torn by war wrote a letter in which he dedicated the world to Christ the King. He reminded these empires that God is present with all peoples, that he alone is king. The Pope’s idea was eventually adapted to what we celebrate this day: Christ The King Sunday. This celebration at the end of the year is a reminder that Christ will return at the end of time as ruler over all creation. It’s the thought echoed in the last book of the Bible: Revelation. Paul’s very last words about Jesus touched upon it (2 Tim. 4:1). It is the last concept touched upon in the life of our Lord as he stands before Pilate. “You are right in saying I am a king,” Jesus says to Pilate. “For this very reason I was born.” It is the only place in scripture where Jesus touches upon his birth and he does so to emphasize his Kingship. He is king at birth and king in his death but these things are lost on Pilate.
In the published diaries of Joseph Goebbels, the infamous Nazi Propagandist, there are two or three references to Mahatma Gandhi. Goebbels believed that Gandhi was a fool and a fanatic. If Gandhi had the sense to organize militarily, Goebbels thought, he might hope to win the freedom of India. He was certain that Gandhi couldn’t succeed following a path of non-resistance and peaceful revolution. Yet as history played itself out, India peacefully won her independence while the Nazi military machine was destroyed. What Goebbels regarded as weakness actually turned out to be strength. What he thought of as strength turned out to be weakness. 
We often name the name of Christ but do we comprehend what we are saying? A recent Gallop Poll conducted in the United States revealed that more than 86% of Americans considered themselves Christian, but less than half knew who preached the Sermon on The Mount. The same Poll showed that sixty percent of the country was in Church last Easter, but one out of four did not know what Easter celebrates. So when we name Jesus as King, when we call him Lord, do we know what we are doing? Do we accept it and believe it? And if we accept it and believe it, do we understand it? 
I wonder if many of us utter quietly the words of Pilate when we are confronted by Christ, “What is truth?”
III
These two kingdoms, the kingdom of Pilate and the Kingdom of Jesus, are not compatible. The kingdom of God and the kingdom of man do no see eye to eye. They are in conflict. Let’s look at truth we learn from the conflict of the two.
We learn that the meek shall inherit the earth. It is said that when George III of England lost the colonies in the Revolutionary War he felt so terrible that he could not say the word "independence" without tripping over it. The King was sure that George Washington would soon have himself crowned "Emperor of the New World." That's what had always been done. But when he was told, on the contrary, that Washington planned to surrender his military commission and return to farming at Mt. Vernon, George III said, "Well, if he does that, he will be the greatest man in the world."
There is power in giving up power, in emptying oneself. Jesus knew it, Pilate didn't. Perhaps this is the very answer to Pilate’s question, “What is truth?”
Truth? Truth is when brother stands up for brother. Truth is found in a mother’s love. Truth is choosing Kingdom values over earthly values. Truth is found in service over self. Truth is found in protecting the innocent not in satisfying constituents. If Pilate had done that he would have been the greatest man in the world. But he didn’t and unwittingly he played a part in killing the greatest man the world has ever known. Amen.
ChristianGlobe Network, Collected Sermons, by Brett Blair


2
Today’s first reading is taken from the Book of Daniel. If you haven’t read this book, you should. It is full of great stories all showing how God cares for his people when the world is crashing down upon them, when they are alone, when they are weak. These stories are set during the Babylonian captivity of 588 to 528 BC, but they were really written around the year 165 BC. The Hebrew people were suffering horribly during that time. The Syrians had occupied Judah and Jerusalem. The Syrian King, Antioches Epiphanes, tried to eliminate Judaism and killed or persecuted those who refused to give up Jewish practices and accept the pagan practices of the Greek world. Many of the Hebrews joined the pagans willingly. The pagans were modern. They believed and getting drunk. They held orgies. They even made up gods to justify their actions. 
Times change but people don’t. There are many people in our society who live like pagans and mock those who refuse to join them. Consider your situation in school or in business. You are mocked by the immoral people around you for not joining them. Sadly, some of those people are your former friends, maybe even members of your family. They tell you that you need to be like them, need to sacrifice your faith and morals like they have. 
Times have changed but people haven’t. So in Daniel we read how Daniel and his three companions, Shadrach, Meshech and Abadnego, were brought into the service of King Nebuchadnezzar and were given food from the King’s table to eat. They wouldn’t eat it since it consists in pork and other foods prohibited by Jewish law. They eat only vegetables and become healthier and wiser than all the other young men who were being trained to be royal counselors. Stop gloating, all you vegetarians. The point was not that it’s better to be a vegetarian, the point is that God rewarded them for their fidelity. 
God’s reward was seen in Daniel’s wisdom when he was called upon to tell the dream the King kept having and interpret it. Daniel also intervened in the case of Susanna who was being unjustly accused by two dirty old men. One of my favorite stories from Daniel is in chapter 5 when a new King, Belshazzar, defiled the Jewish sacred vessels from the temple in Jerusalem during a feast. Something, by the way, that the Syrians did in fact do. In the story in Daniel the King gives a huge feast to celebrate his victories over the Hebrew people and to mock them and their God. He serves wine and pork in the Temple Vessels. Suddenly, a huge hand appears from the wrist up. It writes on the wall of the banquet room, Mene, Tekel and Peres. My favorite part of the story is right here. It says that the King’s face turned white, his thoughts terrified him, his hip joints shook and his knees knocked. No one could understand what was written, until Daniel appeared and told the King that God had put an end to the number of days of his Kingdom, Mene. He had weighed the King in the scales of justice and found him wanting, Tekel. And he had given his Kingdom to the Persians, Peres. By the way, this is where we get the expression, “he saw the writing on the wall.” The first part of Daniel also tells about his three friends being saved from the fire, Daniel being saved from the lion’s den, and many other stories written to encourage the people who were suffering for remaining faithful to God. 
Choosing Christ means that we also will be persecuted by those who make war against all that is holy. Choosing Christ means feeling, at times, that we are very much alone. So, you make up your mind that you are not going to get drunk, take drugs, have sex, etc. And you get mocked by those who do. And you feel alone. “I’m the only virgin in the school,” the Teen cries. Well, no, you are not, but you are among those who respect himself or herself, respect others, respect God and His gifts, and are committed to live for Him. Still you feel very much alone, like the faithful Hebrews persecuted in Daniel. 
Daniel had a vision during the night, a dream, where thrones are set up before the Ancient of Days. One like a Son of Man comes on the Clouds of Heaven and is presented before the Ancient One. This one is a human, but not a human. He is spiritual, yet like a Son of Man. This one will set the world back on to God’s course. He is given dominion, glory and kingship. 
Jesus Christ is our King. The writing is on the wall. The people around us, the ones who don’t care if they steal from us, bully us, or destroy our reputations they will have to answer to God. The writing is on the wall. So often these people are the most popular in school, at work or in the neighborhood. Or at least the most feared. Sometimes you might ask yourself, “Why are they so mean? Why do they hurt other people, and particularly go after people who try to be good?” The answer is that they fight against the spiritual in their own lives. They can’t stand others who are have the courage to do what they are too weak to do. They can’t stand us for sacrificing ourselves for the spiritual, for the Lord. They may seem to be powerful. But the writing is on the wall. God will protect His people. God will protect us. And the those who mock us today, will wish they had been like us tomorrow. God doesn’t give up on them either. Perhaps, tomorrow, they will hear His continual call, and decide to become like us. 
Jesus Christ calls us into His Kingdom. He calls us to do battle against all that wishes to destroy the spiritual, in our own lives as well as in our world. That means getting rid of that stuff that kills us be it alcohol or some other drug, porn or some other pagan practice and so forth. The true members of Christ’s Kingdom are called, like Daniel and his companions, to fidelity. This fidelity is not just a matter of faithfulness to doctrine, or even faithfulness to others, it is a matter of faithfulness to the spiritual. To be true members of the Kingdom of Christ we have to put our spiritual lives before our material desires. If we are going to break this plague of lies that is destroying our world, we have to commit ourselves to the spiritual. 
Jesus said to Pilate in today’s Gospel, “My Kingdom does not belong to this world.” We must commit to the Kingdom. This is the challenge of our lives. It is also the most difficult challenge we will ever face. It is the most difficult task for any of us to undertake because we are engulfed by the glorification of the material and the destruction of the spiritual. We have to be realistic and recognize our weakness. If we are going to commit to the spiritual, we need Divine Help. 
This is the reason why Jesus came. This is the reason why he suffered and died for us. He came to give us the capacity for the spiritual. He died to unite his life, his spiritual life, to those who accept him, not just through baptism, but through the deep 
commitment to his new way of life. 
The Solemnity of Christ the King celebrates the transformation of the world from material to spiritual. As the last Sunday of the Church year, it returns us to the basic reason for our worship: the Kingdom of Christ must prevail. The spiritual reign must be evident in our lives. We must continue his presence. We must be the people of Christ the King. 
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	Leo Rosten tells a story about Yuri Smolenski, a Jewish engineer in the former Soviet Union. Yuri had been ordered to move to a minor position in a faraway, frozen Siberian outpost. 
His parents, in tears, were watching him pack. 
"I'll write every day," said Yuri. 
"But the censorship," wailed his mother. "They'll watch every word." 
Yuri's father said, "I have an idea. Anything you write in black, we'll know is true. But anything you put in red ink, we'll know is nonsense!" 
A month passed; then from Siberia came a long letter ” all in black ink! 
"Dear Mama and Papa," the letter began. "I can't tell you how happy I am here. It is a workers' paradise! We are treated like kings. I live in a fine apartment ” and the local butcher has meat every single day! There are many concerts, theater, movies ” all free. And there is not one tiny bit of anti-Semitism! Love, Your son, Yuri. P.S. There is only one thing you can't find here: red ink. 

	Gotcha” is a game people play all the time with each other—using their statements against them to embarrass
them. And this seems to be some of the complaining in the presidential campaigns this year. One of the usual “gotcha” points revolves around whether those seeking the presidency are out of touch with the rest of us. Gotcha— you’re too removed to be our president. They made a lot, in the past, about Bush 41’s not knowing the price of a loaf of bread, and then we had John Kerry on his yacht. The billionaire Trump uses mostly populist tactics; yeah, he thinks the way most of us think. He’s really one of us! But who is that senator who ran up big bills on his credit card and seems to be financially daft? Wait a minute, doesn’t that make him just like all of us? Wow, maybe we should vote for him! 
In the musical Camelot, Richard Burton sang Richard Harris’s song where the people say: “I wonder what the King is doing tonight? What merriment is the King pursuing tonight?” But as the song goes on, the King tells us of his nervousness and his fears. Isn’t the price of leadership, of kingship, of presidency, that one ends up
isolated? Surrounded by cronies, buffered by staff, protected by armies. Lonely is the head the wears the crown; lonely is the president—even when surrounded by voters. 
We call Jesus a “King” this day—we would never call him president because presidents go out of office. Jesus does not. Yes the basis of Jesus’ Kingship is not how far removed he is from us. Rather, it’s how closely he has identified with the deepest strata inside of us. Jesus is King because he has taken the depth of humanity to the Father. 

	In our lesson for the day, Jesus says that for one purpose did he come into the world ” to bear witness to the truth. As Pilate asked Are my truths the same as yours 
IT IS SO DIFFICULT TO KNOW WHAT IS TRUE IN TODAY'S WORLD 
Complicating the problem is the fact that it is equally hard to know who to trust. There are few heroes anymore, few authority figures. And everyone seems to have his or her own agenda. Al Sharpton and Jerry Falwell are both ordained ministers of the Gospel ” and yet their versions of the truth are wildly different. 
To make matters worse there is so much misinformation nowadays. For example it has been widely quoted that about one out of two American marriages will end in divorce. That's a lie! Government figures and a recent poll by the Louis Harris Company show that only one in eight marriages end in divorce. And in any single year, only about 


2 percent of existing marriages break up. Yes, Census Bureau figures do show about 1.2 million divorces for 2.5 million marriages during an average year. But "one critical element is left out of the equation," observes Mr. Harris. "A much, much bigger 53 million other marriages just keep flowing along like Old Man River." 
We've been getting a lie. Does such misinformation matter? It does if a young couple newly married decides that divorce is no big thing ” after all, everybody's doing it. But it's hard to know what is true and what isn't. 
Wouldn't it be great if we had some kind of truth detector that would let us know when people were being a tad dishonest. What a great thing to have when we are watching commercials or political debates or even news coverage. 
The ancient Chinese had an interesting approach to discovering the truth. They knew that fear shuts off the secretion or flow of saliva in most people. In a stressful situation they would give a suspected liar a handful of rice to chew. If the suspect could spit it out, they declared him honest. But if he could not summon up enough saliva for this, they judged him afraid of discovery and therefore guilty. Maybe we could ask politicians to chew on rice before debating. It is so hard to know what is true. 
YET TRUTH IS ESSENTIAL TO LIFE. Can a marriage survive where there is no trust? Can a society survive without integrity? 
The pharmacist mixes the drugs upon which our very survival may depend. Suppose the pharmacist were to dilute those drugs in order to sell contraband out the back door. 
The restaurant in which we eat. We expect that there will be a certain level of sanitary conditions so that the food we eat will not be exposed to disease. But what if it were not so? When you question whether a little bit of cheating is a serious matter, ask yourself how it would feel to live in a society where no one could be trusted. Truth is essential ” even when it hurts. 
In his book THE DIFFERENT DRUM, M. Scott Peck presents an interesting theory about relationships. He says God designed us to yearn for open, honest, authentic relationships ” "communal" relationships. But because we choose peacekeeping over truth-telling, we end up in "pseudocommunal" relationships instead. These are marriages, family relationships, or friendships that are strictly surface level. No one says anything "unsafe." They never discuss misunderstandings, reveal hurt feelings, air frustrations, or ask difficult questions. The underlying rule in pseudocommunity is, Don't rock the boat. Don't disturb the peace. But it's a counterfeit peace. Misunderstandings arise, but they're never resolved. Feelings beg to be shared, but they're not. Offenses occur, but nobody talks about them. Doubts about the other's integrity creep in, but they're never dealt with. In time such relationships deteriorate. The secret agendas of hurt and misunderstanding lead to detachment, distrust, and bitterness. Feelings of love begin to die. It's the story of too many marriages, family relationships, and friendships. 
Peck says the only antidote to pseudocommunity is chaos ” Bill Hybels calls it "the tunnel of chaos," where hurts are unburied, hostilities revealed, and tough questions asked. (2) 
Truth is essential to healthy relationships and healthy religion. This is what is so refreshing as well as vexing about children. Children have a tendency to tell the truth ” even truth we would rather not hear. 
One mother said that after watching the Cinderella movie, her five-year-old daughter was pretending she was a fairy godmother. She got her pinwheel out for a magic wand and told her mom that she could make three wishes and the fairy godmother would grant them. Her mom first asked for world peace, and with a slight wave of her wand the girl proclaimed it done. Then her mom asked that all the sick children in the world would be cured instantly, and once again with a slight wave that request was granted. Since mom was overweight, her third request was that she would have a trim figure. Her daughter began wildly waving the wand up and down saying, "I don't know mom, I may need more power for this one!" 
	Children have a way of speaking the truth. And sometimes we need the truth spoken. 
Truth is essential. No building will endure that is constructed on a false foundation. But there is one thing more to be said: WHEN IT COMES TO SPIRITUAL THINGS, TRUTH IS CHRIST. 
A young Chinese boy who wanted to learn about jade went to study with a famous old teacher. This elderly gentleman put a piece of the jade into the boy's hand and told him to hold it tight. Then the old man began to talk of philosophy, men, women, the sun, and almost everything under it. After an hour, he took back the stone and sent the boy home. The procedure was repeated for weeks. The boy became frustrated. When would he be told about jade? he wondered. But he was too polite to interrupt his venerable teacher. Then one day when the old man put an ordinary stone into the boy's hands, the boy cried out instantly, "That's not jade!" The boy now knew the feel of jade. He would not be fooled by something artificial. 
There are so many ideas in the religious marketplace today. Even within the Christian community there are so many versions of the truth. When all is said and done, though, there is only one truth by which all spiritual practice should be judged, and that truth is this: What would Jesus do? What would Jesus say? Is this in keeping with the spirit of Christ? I know that scholars debate which of the teachings of Jesus are authentic and which have been added by tradition. That is of little consequence. Faithful believers early in the life of the church selected this body of information that we have collected in the Four Gospels, and said that for us this is the Way, the Truth and the Life ” this is God revealing Good News for our world. They concluded that this is an accurate account of the life and ministry of the Word made flesh. This was their testimony and it is good enough for me. Truth is Christ. 
Jesus comes as a witness to, a martyr for, truth—the truth that is in the beginning and will be the only thing that remains in the end, the truth of sacrificial love. How often we think God plays “gotcha” with us, waiting for us to commit our foibles so we can stand in shame. But God plays no games. God does not stand on the side, distant from us, musing or amused. In Jesus, God takes what is best in us into the Kingdom and sends his Son to be so close to us that even our brokenness can be part of God’s victory.Steve Brown tells the story of a British soldier in the First World War who lost heart for the battle and deserted. Trying to reach the coast for a boat to England that night, he ended up wandering in the pitch black night, hopelessly lost. In the darkness he came across what he thought was a signpost. It was so dark that he began to climb the post so that he could read it. As he reached the top of the pole, he struck a match to see and found himself looking squarely into the face of Jesus. He realized that, rather than running into a signpost, he had climbed a roadside crucifix. Brown explains: "Then he remembered the One who had died for him...who had endured...who had never turned back. The next morning the soldier was back in the trenches." (4) 
You and I are looking for signposts to help us determine what is true and what is not ” what is worth giving our lives to and what is not. Truth is elusive and misinformation abounds. Maybe what we need to do is to strike a match in the darkness and to look on the face of Jesus. ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” ” 
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