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Reign of Selfless of Love 

Today marks the final Sunday of our church year, a day when we celebrate the Feast of 
Christ as King of kings and Lord of lords. I’ve always felt this to be an odd celebration. 
Sandwiched between Thanksgiving and the season of Advent, it seems both out of 
place in our liturgical calendar and in our postmodern world. The idea of Christ as King 
conjures up some fairytale imagery or yet worse some outdated mode of political and 
worldly supremacy. “We continually misinterpret and misuse Jesus ‘Christ the King,’ a 
title he rejected in his lifetime,” writes Franciscan Friar Richard Rohr. “Humans are 
more comfortable with a divine monarch at the top of a pyramid shaped reality. So, we 
quickly made the one who described himself as ‘meek and humble of heart’ (Matthew 
11:29) into an imperial God. This isn’t the naked, self-emptying Jesus on the cross. This 
isn’t a vulnerable, relational one, who knows how to be a brother to all creation.” We 
are tempted to use this day as an opportunity to celebrate Jesus as a triumphant King 
conquering the dark powers of this world, promising us a place in some otherworldly 
realm rather than honoring the One who dines with outcasts, washes the feet of his 
friends and dies a lonely, humiliating death. 
 
Grappling with the dissonance of this celebration, I decided to learn more about how it 
came to be. Interestingly, in the aftermath of World War I where Kings and Kingdoms 
created the greatest bloodshed the Western World had ever experienced and fearing the 
rise of even more powerful demagogues in Mussolini and Hitler, Pope Pious XV 
inaugurated this observance. Through it he wanted Christians to be reminded where 
their true loyalties lay, “refocusing on the One who is ultimately the king of their lives 
as people of faith.” In creating this observance Pope Pious urged people of faith to resist 
the vengeful and tyrannical powers of their day, to resist those same forces within 
themselves, and instead to follow the Prince of Peace, the One whose kingdom is built 
on acts of compassion, mercy and peacemaking. 
 
The Gospel passage this morning comes from the heart of John’s passion narrative. 
Jesus had been arrested, beaten, and led to the Governor’s headquarters, mockingly 



adorned with a purple cloak and a crown of thorns. His friends stood by silent and 
afraid. Only Peter managed to respond. And respond he did, cutting off the guard’s ear 
who was taking Jesus from the garden. Knowing that all this has already taken place, 
we behold the confrontation between an official of the Roman state and the rabbi from 
the village of Nazareth. Jesus’ words about being from another kingdom have often 
been interpreted as a statement disavowing his connection to this worldly kingdom 
while advocating his followers to abandon this world and await that new kingdom 
either through entrance into heaven or by Jesus’ second coming. But a more modern 
interpretation imagines something entirely different. “What Jesus might be saying is 
that were he and his followers of this world, then naturally they would use the primary 
tool this world provides for establishing and keeping power: violence. But Jesus is not 
of this world and so Jesus will not defend himself through violence,” a New Testament 
thinker remarks. “Jesus will not usher in God’s kingdom by violence. Rather, Jesus has 
come to witness to the truth, the truth that God is love (John 3:16), and that because we 
have not seen God and have such a hard time imagining God (John 1:18), all too often 
our imaginations are dominated by our experience. So rather than imagining that God 
is love, we imagine God to be violent because we live in a world of violence. Rather 
than recognize the cross as a symbol of sacrificial love, we assume it’s the legal 
mechanism of punishing Jesus in our stead because we have way too much experience 
with punitive relationships. Rather than believe that God’s grace and acceptance are 
absolutely unconditional, we assume God offers love, power, and status only on the 
condition that we fear, obey, and praise God. But Jesus is not of this world. And 
therefore, his followers will not fight for him because to bring the kingdom about by 
violence is to violate the very principles of this kingdom and cause its destruction.”   
 
As Martin Luther King, Jr., a powerful witness to Jesus’ way of sacrificial love, wrote, 
“The ultimate weakness of violence is that it is a descending spiral, begetting the very 
thing it seeks to destroy. Instead of diminishing evil, it multiplies it. Returning violence 
for violence multiplies violence, adding deeper darkness to a night already devoid of 
stars. Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out 
hate: only love can do that.” The day after the shooting at the Tree of Life synagogue, I 
was standing in line greeting worshipers as the Eucharist ended, and a parishioner said 
to me with tears in their eyes, “As I was driving to church this morning, I thought to 
myself. Should I be bringing a gun? What can I do to protect my friends, my church 



family? And then I realized, ‘No, that is not the answer. I can’t give in to the fear. I can’t 
give in to the violence. That’s not the way.’” Our world can feel like a very scary place. 
Even the places that are supposed to be our sanctuaries don’t feel safe. I know that after 
each mass shooting that occurs in a house of worship I too struggle with similar 
feelings. “Should we keep the church locked all day? How do we monitor people 
coming and going? What happens if someone bursts in here with a gun? I am a sitting 
duck. Literally! How do I keep my church safe?!” The wonderful thing about be a part 
of a community like this is that we don’t have to struggle with these hard questions all 
alone. We have each other. The Vestry has been considering tangible things we can do, 
like putting in security cameras in the parking lot and offering special training for staff 
and worship ministers in order to enact smart measures for the safety of all who use our 
spaces. Also, thanks to Rick Pearce, we were made aware that in 1999 the Vestry 
declared our spaces to be safe zones, meaning they were to be gun and weapon free; but 
then never acted upon the resolution. In October our Vestry reaffirmed our desire to be 
a Weapon-Free Zone and is working on how to make that known to all who use our 
spaces and enter our doors hoping to find a real sanctuary.  
 
Neither retreating in fear nor returning violence for violence can ever be the answer. It 
may be what the Kings of this world tell us to do, claiming they can make us safer from 
our dark and fearful world by treating the other as the enemy, by building walls and by 
allowing us to arm ourselves and our loved ones from whatever lurks out there. But not 
Jesus, the King of kings and Lord of lords. The one who whose death and resurrection 
freed us from the powers of fear and hate. His reign reveals another way. We celebrate 
this Feast Day by witnessing to the truth that Jesus’ power comes from a place of 
vulnerability and weakness. And in that place of selfless love the vision of the peaceable 
Kingdom is made manifest. Only light can drive out darkness. And only love can drive 
out hate. Thanks be to God for this message given to us in Jesus. The world has never 
needed it more. We have never needed it more. May it be so. Amen. 
 
 
 
 

 


