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November 22, 2009
2 Samuel 23:1-7, Psalm 132:1-13, Revelation 1:4b-8, John 18:33-37

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Have you heard the following Thanksgiving Story? An elderly man in Phoenix calls his son in New York and says, “I hate to ruin your day, but I have to tell you that your mother and I are divorcing; 45 years of misery is enough.”


“Pop, what are you talking about?” the son screams.


“We can’t stand the sight of each other any longer,” the old man said. “We’re sick of each other, and I’m sick of talking about this, so call your sister in Chicago and tell her.”  Then he hangs up.


Frantic, the son calls his sister who explodes on the phone.  “Like heck they’re getting divorced,” she shouts, “I’ll take care of this.”   Then she calls Phoenix immediately, and screams at the old man, “You are not getting divorced.  Don’t do a single thing until I get there.  I am calling my brother back, and we’ll both be there tomorrow.  Until then, don’t do a thing.  Do you hear me?”


The old man hangs up his phone and turns to his wife. “Okay,” he says “They’re coming for Thanksgiving and paying their own fares.”


It’s amazing what  perspective can do to a story.  And although amusing, it is interesting to me that the opening story seems to be in direct contrast to Jesus’ words about truth in the Gospel of John  that are our scriptures for today.  


Throughout the ages the church has been accused of being out of touch with the world.   Through the years, that might have been over slavery, over the role of women and even over the Bible.  And today the scriptures appointed to be read may seem to be more than slightly out of touch with the world.  For in the world we are just beginning  the week before Thanksgiving, a time for families and food and football, a time to be thankful for all those many blessings which God has bestowed upon us, those we know about and most especially those that God has provided that we do not know about.   

       And  we come to church expecting thankfulness scriptures and we run smack dab into the apocalyptic scriptures of Revelation and the exchange between Jesus and Pilate from the Gospel of John which may make us think more of Good Friday than Thanksgiving.   Whew!  Talk about a juxtaposition of the world and the church.     For today is Christ the King Sunday or the end of the church year and the day we are reminded that Christ was, is and most  especially will be king of kings and lord of all when he comes again in power and glory.  


Today I was particularly captured by the last few phrases of this gospel selection from John in which Jesus is talking to Pilate about finding truth.  Our Lord says “For this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.”  And again,” Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”  Our passage stops short of Pilate’s next question to Jesus, but it didn’t keep me from asking “ What is truth?”  


Truth, we know, is a word that’s tossed around pretty easily, in culture, in the media and certainly in the church.  To me it seems, infact that the list of talk shows dissecting the “truth” proliferates day by day.    One of my favorite stories about truth is the Emperor’s New Clothes which deals in a humorous way with truth telling.  It is the tale about an Emperor who was swindled by a supposed tailor.  The man claims to sew a new, special suit for the Emperor.  It is special because only those who are wise and truthful  will see the clothes, while those who are foolish and do not always tell the truth, will find the Emperor’s New Clothes invisible.  

Not wanting to be labeled a fool or untruthful, the Emperor pretends he can see the suit pretends to put it on, and then proceeds to walk around the castle in his underwear.   Not wanting to be considered untruthful fools, all his advisors and servants pretend to be able to see the clothes as well and comment on how beautiful they are.  


As the Emperor leads a parade through the city, his loyal subjects “ah” and “oh” over clothing they cannot see.  Everyone is lying, because they are afraid to tell the truth.  If they admit they see the Emperor in his underwear, they will certainly be ridiculed by all their neighbors.  But, finally, one young boy exposes the deception.  He blurts out that the Emperor is not wearing any clothes, and his words encourage others to speak the Truth as well.


Don’t we want to know the truth as well?   As people of faith, as believers in God, we’re pretty interested in “truth,” in getting it right.  As Christians we are definitely focused on discovering  the truth that Jesus wants us to know and live   However if we look closely at the gospels, we’ll find surprisingly few times when Jesus tells what we are and aren’t supposed to believe.  Jesus tells us elsewhere and in today’s gospel to listen to his voice, the voice of truth.  And what his voice tells us is not so much what to believe, but what to do.  Jesus’ teachings involve a lot of actions, a lot of stories about what we are to do to live into the truth that Jesus presents.  


For example, Jesus tells us  numerous parables about how to include the ones who usually were unwelcome, about how to love the unlovable, about how to prioritize life so that  God and not money or possessions are at the center of our lives.    Consider the parable of the Good Samaritan, for example told in Luke 10:25- 27.  An expert in the law asked Jesus, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Jesus answers that we should love the Lord our God with all our hearts and with all our souls and with all our strength and with all our mind.  And love our neighbor as ourselves.”  So the expert asks Jesus, “ And who is my neighbor?”  And Jesus tells the story about the Samaritan who goes above and beyond to help a man who had been beaten by robbers and left for dead.  The parable ends with Jesus telling us to: “Go and do likewise.”


Jesus came to tell us the truth, and the truth is that the kingdom of God is at hand—God’s kingdom is here, with us, right now, on this earth.  But that kingdom can only be here inasmuch as we embrace the truth that Jesus shares with us—we must love, we must live, we must serve, we must do in order to see how God’s kingdom is all around us.  


This story by Margaret Silf entitled “The Beggar King” is a modern parable that may help shed light on today’s gospel and the truth that Jesus calls each of us to.   There was once a king who had no son, and longed for an heir who would succeed him to the throne.  So he posted a notice, inviting young men to apply to be considered for adoption into his family, and to become his heir.  All that he asked of the applicants was that they should love God, and love their neighbor.


A poor peasant boy saw the notice, but  thought he would have no chance of becoming adopted by the king because of the ragged clothes he wore.  So he worked very hard until he had just enough money to buy a new set of clothes.   Wearing his new clothes, he set off to the royal palace, determined to apply for the position of the king’s adopted son.


As he approached the palace, the boy encountered a poor beggar on the road.  The old man was shivering with cold, and the boy felt sorry for him.  So he exchanged clothes with him


As he was now back to wearing beggar’s clothes himself, it hardly seemed worth going on towards the king’s palace.  However, having come so far already, the boy decided to keep traveling, and at least he would be able to glimpse the magnificent palace from the outside.


When he arrived, he was greeted by scornful laughter and sneering remarks by the king’s courtiers.  Nevertheless, he was finally admitted into the presence of the king.   There was something strangely familiar about the king.  At first, the boy couldn’t work out what it was, and why he felt so at home in his presence.  Then he realized that the king himself was wearing the clothes that he had given to the old beggar just a few hours ago along the road.


The king came down from his throne and embraced the boy, holding him close in his arms. “At last you are  home,” he whispered, “Welcome my son.”

As we move from one Christian calendar year to the next, as we stand at the brink of not only the national holiday of Thanksgiving, but the First Sunday of Advent next weekend, as we eagerly prepare our Christmas lists. Let’s stop a minute, and get our bearings…


Today’s gospel reminds us to keep the end in sight.  

Truth:  God loved us so much that God came to us in person in Christ.

Truth:  God loves us so much that grace is extended to each of us.

Truth:  God’s kingdom can be right here on earth with us.  

Truth:  We have to help usher in the kingdom in, not by the details of right belief, but by the heart of right action, as we seek to love others, help our neighbors, and heal the broken ones.


For in Jesus we may come to know the truth, and that truth will  indeed set us free.    

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen


