Grace and peace to you from God Almighty and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the image of the unseen God, firstborn of all creation, and from whom all things were created. Amen

Today we celebrate the ‘Reign of Christ Sunday’ in which we celebrate Christ’s divine kingship.

This Sunday we conclude all that has been revealed and celebrated in the gospel story this year,
Before turning to Advent next week, when we will count down to Jesus’ birth

Throughout this year we have heard different stories from the Gospel of Luke
From which we’ve heard themes of God’s grace and God’s mercy

Through stories such as in the healing of the 10 lepers, 
Or in the story of Jesus searching for the lost Zacchaeus, 
Or in parables such as the good Samaritan, 
And now in this story of the two criminals who surround Jesus on the cross. 

In each of the gospel accounts, the crucifixion has its own differences.
In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus’ trial is presented so that we understand it was the religious leaders who frame the charges against Jesus and insist that he be crucified. 
And it is only in Luke’s that Jesus will go before Herod,
 And so, we understand that the government officials find no reason to accuse Jesus. 

So then Jesus’ innocence, and the way in which he forgave 
allows us to see Jesus not JUST as a servant, but as Christ the King. 
Because who but a servant and a king could understand the true meaning of forgiveness?

When Jesus came into the world, he lived and did things the rest of humanity could not grasp.
He saw the world from the viewpoint of both a carpenter from Nazareth and as the King of all Kings. 


Last Sunday, after the service we had a reproductive rights listening session to discuss putting up lawn signs and having them for people to take home. Many people gave emotional and heartfelt testimonies of their experiences surrounding abortion. 

And I don’t want to comment on the conversation that we had, 
I do think it was a wonderful time of us being in community together, 
But I want to comment on something that Pastor Jen lifted up.

That during the listening session, it would be very hard for someone to speak up and speak against the majority, and she left space for anyone who had something to say against the signs or reproductive rights. 

And I wondered, if it would be possible to have a ‘listening session’ where people spoke from many different perspectives, actively listening to each other.

And then this morning, in our adult forum we learned of the Braver Angels that do just that. Attempts to be in relationship with people that think differently than them and giving that space to listen to their differing views. 



I don’t know about you all, but for me

It has felt like a long season of elections and political conversation. 

As I think of the elections that just passed, 
I think of how we often see ourselves as winning or losing. 
You see though, there will always be these differing of political views, 
so though one side could be technically winning or losing, 
we have still not figured out yet that our goal is actually how we can be in relationship together. 

I think it is hard for us to be in community with people that think differently than us. 

This last Sunday we also concluded the Christian-Muslim relation Bible study. It was really cool to look into the Quran and the Islamic beliefs on Jesus and the gospel. Muhammad actually didn’t think of himself as starting a new religion, but that it was more of a continuation of Christianity and Judaism. Of course, the religion has evolved, and there are more liberal and conservative sides of the Islamic faith, with varying stringency as well. 

I think within our own religion and amongst others, it is easier for us to try to love our neighbor when they think like us. 
I think it is easier to be in interfaith relationships when they think similarly to us.
It is the challenge to love our neighbor that thinks differently than us. 
How crazy of a thought it is for us to be in community with the conservative or the liberal or the extremist or the cheater or liar, or the one who is lazy, or the one who is mean, or the tax collectors or the pharisees. 

It is easy for us to talk about diversity and racial justice, but what about the people that are doing the crimes, doing the shootings, doing the lootings. Do we care about their trauma? Do we attend to their trauma? 
It is easy for us to talk about loving others, but what about the people who exclude others, who interpret things differently than us, who believe differently than us. Do we see their heart? Do we have empathy and compassion for them?

Jesus challenges us to love our neighbor. Not that it would be something easy for us. We should give to the poor, to the one’s we feel are justifiably poor, we should love the sinner, the sinner that we feel has not sinned to badly, that has repented for their sins. 

NO we are commanded to love our neighbor that is our other. That thinks differently and believes differently and loves differently than us. 


This is Jesus’ kingdom that is proclaimed in our gospel.



In all our readings today, we are offered images of Christ as our king. 

Jesus’ kingship is revealed to us on the cross, 
because he does not save himself, but it is from his sacrifice of love that he restores and redeems the world. 

In this story we are given today.
Two criminals who surround Jesus on the cross.

And some people are horrified that the Son of God would die in the presence of such men, 
But I think how appropriate.
Because these criminals were the people Jesus came to save. 
These were the people Jesus gave his life for. 


The crowd stood by watching. Some were self-righteous, some were indifferent and some did not understand. But there was at least one who saw what was going on and he believed. 

Jesus does not look down on the thief, 
but looks upon them as the brother or sister in need of help. 


The cross is at the center of our faith because it shows us a look into God’s heart. It reveals to us the all-encompassing, infinite love of God. 

This is where our understanding of the cross begins, 
and where our understanding of Christ’s birth begins.
That God loves us. 
God loves each and every one of God’s children.

And in the story of Jesus’ death on the cross 
we see that he willingly gave his life so that you and I might have abundant life. 
This is not an accident, he did not die because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, or because the authorities hated him, 
but Jesus died so that we might see God’s love for us. 

Jesus’ prayer for forgiveness is for all who will listen,
That the kingdom is near and that all of God’s children are invited 
And that this kingdom is present 
This kingdom is present in our relationships with others
This kingdom is present wherever justice and mercy are being shown



I want to share a story I heard 
of a young child who visited the Washington Monument and noticed a guard standing by it. 
The child looked up at the guard and said: “Excuse me, I would like to buy the Washington Monument.” 

The guard bent down and said, “How much do you have?” 
The child reached into their pocket and pulled out a quarter. 

The guard said: “I’m sorry, that’s not enough.”

The child said: “I thought you would say that.”
So they reached into their pocket and pulled out one more dime.

The guard looked down to the child and said:

First of all, 35 cents is not enough to buy the Washington Monument, in fact 35 million is not enough

Second of all, the Washington Monument is not for sale

And third of all, if you are an American citizen, the Washington Monument already belongs to you.




Now I want you all to understand something about forgiveness. 

First of all, With all of the righteousness and religion in the world, you cannot buy even one once of forgiveness

Second of all, It is not for sale
And third of all, As children of God, it is something that you already have


What was it Jesus said to you? And to me? 
At the baptismal font, as you are marked with the cross of Christ, “Your sins are forgiven”
When God reaches out for us around his table, “Your sins are forgiven.”
When God speaks the word of promise to our hearts, “Your sins are forgiven.”


The cross is continually put before us 
because it is then that God’s forgiving grace becomes reality
it is then that God’s love reveals a king and a kingdom that can be revealed no other way. 


Christ offers us a completely different concept of kingship.

One crowned with love and sacrifice. 


This is the kingdom that we yearn for,

The kingdom that is to come
The kingdom that is near
And the kingdom that is present today in our very lives
The kingdom that we bring about for others, when we are grounded in our faith, when we share God’s love with others, when we give our mercy and compassion.


In our gospel story we have a thief, a sinner, 
who has a change of heart. 
And a king who grants him a pardon.

A Christ that through his sacrifice, makes mercy possible for the whole world.

My prayer for you all as you go from here
Is that you are reminded that God’s love is infinite and God’s grace is infinite
And may the reign of Christ which passes all understanding
Go with you and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our Lord
Amen

