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Americans seem to have an ambiguous relationship with royalty. We fought a revolution to be free of monarchy. In recent times, we have resisted the notion of an imperial presidency. Our independent autonomous selves resent any attempts at moral, political or spiritual coercion.
Yet, we seem to be fascinated by royalty, especially British royalty. The film, The King’s Speech, the true story of King George VI, was a smash hit across the U.S. There is something about royal privilege and perquisites that is intriguing. Remember the first visit the King, then still a Prince, made to Lionel Logue, the speech therapist seeking help with his stuttering? 
The visit was secretive—after all a Prince couldn’t be seen seeking help outside the court. When Lionel asked the Prince what he should call him, the Prince answered, “Your Royal Highness.” With incredible cheek, Lionel told His Royal Highness that he would call him “Bertie,” an incomprehensible insult to royal privilege. American audiences laughed. British audiences gasped.
It is difficult for most of us to grasp the experience of royal power and privilege. The notion of sovereignty embodied in a single person or family runs counter to our democratic instincts. We wonder why anyone should bow low before another human being no matter who they might be. Even if the current royal family is a rather benign form of sovereignty, we know well that royalty and sovereign power inevitably tend toward corruption. Tudor England or Tsarist Russia are cases in point. 
Moreover, we’ve seen enough of modern dictators who use sovereign power to oppress, even slaughter their own people, live fabulously amid grinding poverty, while encouraging cultic semi-worship of themselves to know it is disgusting and evil. We are rightly suspicious of sovereignty given to unaccountable individuals. 
All this makes today a difficult Sunday. It is the last Sunday of the church year intended to focus attention on the subject of the church year. Today is Christ the King Sunday. The larger church invites us to join the people of God in the most basic confession of the Christian faith, “Jesus Christ is Lord.”
Such a confession runs counter to the modern egalitarian notions of individual moral or spiritual sovereignty. Our culture resists any Lord over our life, human or divine.
Yet the most basic claim of Scripture and the Christian faith is that God is the Lord, a sovereign to be worshipped and obeyed. God has designated Jesus Christ as Lord of everything on earth, including us. And so, today, whether through clenched teeth or on bended knee, we join the entire church around the world and through the centuries in confessing Jesus Christ is King. 
The Gospel Lesson for today is a favorite for Christians of all persuasions. It contains the beautiful moment when Christ declares that whenever his disciples clothe the naked, feed the hungry, visit the prisoners and give drink to the thirsty, they clothe, feed and visit him. He, Christ, is present in the least of God’s people.
However, the text begins with the risen Christ seated “on the throne of his power.” Twice in the story, he is called “King” and twice named “Lord.” Christ, the Lord, sits in judgment over all the nations of the world. God holds nations accountable for how they treat God’s creation, from the earth itself, to the creatures on the earth to all human life. How nations and people treat the least of their citizens and how they treat the people of other nations is a matter of ultimate concern. The United States is no autonomous power in the world. Our leaders and all of us are accountable to God for our national and international affairs.
In the larger biblical narrative, God is the Lord, a sovereign to be worshipped and obeyed. Jesus Christ is God’s regent on earth whom God declares to be Lord, and Scripture ascribes as King. The earliest Christian confession, found scattered throughout the New Testament, is simple and profound, “Jesus is Lord.” 
St. Paul quotes what is likely an ancient Christian hymn in his letter to the church at Philippi. The hymn speaks of Christ’s descent from glory to become one of us, our servant who dies on our behalf. The hymn then sings of Christ’s ascent to glory as the risen and exalted Son. The hymn ends with a memorable affirmation of Christ the King, “…every knee shall bow, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God….”
More recently, when the German churches were threatened by Nazi claims that the German state was ultimate and the Fuehrer was Lord of that state, the beleaguered church met at Barmen and wrote what is know as the Barmen Declaration. The declaration begins, “Jesus Christ, as he is attested in Holy Scripture, is the one word of God whom we have to hear and whom we have to obey in life and in death.” Some of the signers died as a consequence of their resistance to a false claim of Lordship.
In other words, the confession that Christ is King is basic, bedrock Christianity. Always and everywhere Christians have gathered over the centuries, Christ’s Lordship stands at the center of the Christian faith. 
That is a difficult theme in the modern world and in some quarters of the contemporary Church. But I would be derelict in my duty and in disobedience to my ordination vows if I softened or turned away from that theme in this day when we join the church in that basic affirmation. 
Our resistance to God’s claim of sovereignty is natural and has reasons. All models of sovereignty known to us fail. Power and sovereignty in all their forms tend toward corruption and abuse. Government power at all levels tends to degenerate away from a concern for the common good to the good of the governors. Military power is by nature abusive. You cannot teach young women and men to kill and then be surprised when they abuse that power. And military régimes never give up their power without a fight.
Law enforcement is a power that tends to overreach and abuse those its officers are sworn to protect. The long blue line will close ranks and defend itself at all costs, even the cost of the lives of ordinary citizens. Economic power is, perhaps the ultimate blinding power. Money corrupts morals and turns people in on themselves in profound self-interest. Prosperity serving itself is a very thin thread on which to hang a life or a nation, and if not accompanied by the rippling out of prosperity toward all, is immoral and unsustainable.
And, of course, religious power is as corrupt as any other human power. Doctrinal fidelity easily degenerates into punishment for those who deviate from its arbitrary norm. Religious institutions when threatened circle the wagons, defend the institution at all costs, and bend the truth to save themselves. Too often religious institutional values end up hurting, even destroying, the lives of the faithful who sit in pews and support the Church.
When moral earnestness accompanies religious reformation, it inevitably becomes oppressive. Our Puritan ancestors made a crime to celebrate Christmas anywhere, including your own home. That reforming movement which created so much good was disfigured by the very moral earnestness that prompted the reform. It is a tragedy.
It seems that power of every kind, politics, sex or drugs and alcohol, makes people stupid.
In the end all human powers are false gods that fail us. Trust in government, nation, corporation or ideology is misplaced faith, an idol. All power that is placed above accountability will not only fail, but will destroy. As recent events have illustrated, trust in a state university and its football team raised to an idolatrous form blinds it’s adherents and, in the end, corrupts itself and disappoints its worshippers.
Hence, wise people and nations understand that all power must have restraints and be accountable. We Christians with our robust doctrine of sin should know that better than most folks. 
The good news I bring you today is God’s model of sovereignty and Lordship is fundamentally different from human forms of power. The Old Testament Lesson, Ezekiel 34, describes God the Lord. At the center of God’s heart, God is a shepherd who has ultimate concern for the flock. Note the verbs used in the text: seek, rescue, gather, seek, feed. God’s shepherd heart is summed up in verse 16, 
I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice.
The text also notes that God is not happy with bullies, goats who use their shoulders to shove others aside and employ their horns to butt those in their way. Those goats will be judged by justice. 
In other words the prophet is describing the kind of world God desires, a world covered by God’s shalom. As you know, shalom is a comprehensive word that describes everything that is good. I heard a great descriptive phrase for shalom this week: “universal flourishing.” God is committed to the earth and every inhabitant in it flourishing. In God’s peaceable kingdom all will know well-being, enjoy good health, and receive prosperity. Equity and fairness will be the norm. Prosperity will no longer be the experience of the few, the fortunate, the big people of the world. God wants every person on earth to know health, peace, prosperity, and to live in a community committed to the norms and values of shalom.
The heart of the Christian gospel is that the Son of God laid aside all the perks and privileges of eternity to become one of us, to be our servant, and finally to lay down his life for the sake of shalom in the world. Christ the King came not to sit proudly on a throne, but to give his life so we and God’s world will flourish.
In the days of his life, Christ the King cried out, “Come to me all you who are weary and burdened down and I will give you rest. I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” That is the divine model of sovereignty and Lordship. We serve a different kind of king.
What the church too often misses is that God’s work on earth is to create a people who embody the character and values of God as revealed in Jesus Christ. Christ the King came into the world for the sake of the world. Our king is committed to all of us flourishing even at his expense. And our king longs for us to see the world that same way he sees it. And I must say it as we come into an election year, God calls for us to vote not for our own self interest, but for the sake of the common good and the universal flourishing of the world. 
“When you fed, housed and clothed one of the least, most marginal, people you fed, housed and clothed me.” That is the standard by which we and the nations will be judged.
I saw God’s model of sovereignty modeled on a visit to Mali, West Africa, a number of years ago. Our church in Boston in partnership with World Relief and the churches of Mali built a well in a village in the cliffs of Sanga in remote southern Mali. That well, powered by solar energy, transformed a poor village. The village grows and sells onions as a means of economic support and subsistence. We went to visit the village, the village church, and to see the well. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mali was a Marxist state at the time, and we had to meet with the Commandant of the village before we were allowed in to visit. Our appointment with the Commandant was nine A.M., and when we arrived, we were informed he was not yet up and about. We were ushered into a school room and told to sit on the small student seats. After some time, the commandant appeared still fussing with his uniform and obviously annoyed we had interrupted his sleep. 
He sat in the large teacher’s seat and in short order, he revealed himself as a petty tyrant. He began to enjoy the moment. After more time and a number of inane questions, he waved us off with a dismissive air. 
We toured the village and met the village pastor at the church. He was warm, gentle and humble man. Dressed in threadbare clothes, he welcomed us to the village and the church and asked us about ourselves, while thanking us for our presence and the well we’d help build. He was honored to be our host and told us any disciples of Christ were part of his family. 
We asked him what we could do to help and with no reference to himself or the church he told us of a bright young boy who wanted to go off to university, but had no money. The pastor wondered if we would help that boy fulfill his dream. We took up an impromptu offering that paid for a year of university and promised to continue our support until his graduation. 
That pastor embodied God the Lord’s model of leadership and power. His concern was for everyone in the village and on earth to flourish.
Which sovereign will we serve, one of our own making, or God the Shepherd revealed in Christ the King whose greatest moment of revelation was a cross, a cross that turns the moral and spiritual universe upside down?
Amen.
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