Christ the King
1 Samuel, chapter 8; Luke 23:32–43
Samuel was a priest and prophet. He denounced the rule of an earthly king. He spoke the truth with clarity. He told the people that such a ruler would only look after his power and his wealth. As we heard, the ancient Israelites didn’t listen.
In our time, we have people from all walks of life denouncing authoritarian rule. They shout, “No kings!” The warnings about abuses of power are just as relevant today as in ancient Israel and just as relevant in America as in modern Israel.
But hear this carefully: if it is truly of God, then even the fieriest prophetic critique comes from a place of love. And love begins with empathy. I understand that people want to feel safe. It is one of our most basic evolutionary instincts. That is why a newborn wants to be held.
As we grow, we realize that there are things out of our control, so we want that parent figure to protect us. In many ways, we never grow out of this desire. As such, we cede power to authorities. The problem is not with our instinct for safety. The problem, as Samuel made clear, is that we place our faith in human rulers.
The God of heaven and earth, who was and is and will be, took flesh in the person of Jesus, a carpenter’s son, who was then executed by human rulers almost 2,000 years ago. Above his head on the cross, they put a sign, “This is the King of the Jews.” They thought they were mocking him.
It is tempting to believe that "we" are not like "them"—the ignorant and violent mob. Instead, we should admit and confess that, as individuals and as a society, we also crucify the Prince of Peace in the name of our alleged security. Our tax dollars bomb children abroad at the expense of feeding children in our schools, while just like Samuel warned, the rich grow more powerful. We are all complicit. From the cross, Jesus prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” We are “them.” 
Yet, Jesus not only asked God to forgive all of us, but he extended that grace to the most unlikely person—a man crucified next to him. This man makes no claim to power. He does not protest his innocence. He does not bemoan his fate. He turned to Jesus.
Barbara Brown Taylor preached the provocative claim that the two criminals crucified on either side of Jesus were actually members of the very first church! Jesus, positioned in the middle of sinners, had his arms nailed to the cross while still reaching out with forgiveness. The church makes no claim to perfection. The first question is whether we admit our sin and ask for forgiveness.
That said, one of those criminals not only confessed his sin but also addressed the sin of the other one. He spoke to his fellow criminal, his fellow church member, with prophetic denunciation—he “rebuked” him. This word “rebuke” is the strong verb that Jesus uses to address the demons and unclean spirits.
But depending on the context, the same verb “rebuke” can also mean “to show honor.” As one scholar put it, “a holy rebuke pursues God’s glory and another person’s good.” It is the striking that the criminal asks his fellow sinner, “Do you not fear God?” We honor another person’s God-given image when we ask them to see beyond themselves.
But what I’m describing as “a holy rebuke” is a delicate nuance. We cannot forget that we, too, can be guilty of “not know what we are doing" and become self-righteous instead of glorifying Christ, the only sinless one. Hypocrisy only turns people away from the church and the greater good.
I remember a sermon I preached shortly after George Floyd’s death; more specifically, I remember the aftermath. My friend, who was a member of the Durham Police Department, happened to watch online. He was among the first to decry the actions of that police officer in Minnesota. Yet, he was also hurt by my words, which he heard as self-righteous. I apologized.
Speaking the truth in love is about spiritual maturity. It is seeking God’s glory and another’s person good, even (perhaps especially) when we disagree with them. We must be clear, like Samuel, in decrying abuses. We have to rebuke the idea that power over others, particularly the vulnerable, makes us safer. As certain law enforcement agencies target brown-skinned individuals, we must reject the notion that sacrificing specific racial groups of people is necessary for our safety.
We remember that Christ gave his life for all humanity so that we may serve one another. We must never forget this grace. We must remember.
The criminal pleaded, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” The verb “remember” is used 23 times in the New Testament, and in every case, such remembrance is more than mental recollection; remembering moves people to decisive action.
While the problems plaguing our society and world are far beyond any individual’s ability to solve, God’s grace provided humankind with redemption on that “old, rugged cross on a hill far away.” Each time we recall this act of sacrificial love through decisive action, the church points to the Christ King of glory.
Last Thursday, Chapel in the Pines hosted an event with community partners to support the larger immigrant community. Over 200 people, mostly members of the larger community, packed the sanctuary by 6 P.M. We were trained to be verifiers. This is a nonviolent protest against the often-illegal arrests of people who are racially profiled. We were trained that, if we witness such police action, we are to remain calm, identify ourselves as part of a community watch group, and record the arrest on our phones. If the law enforcement asks us to stop, then we are respectful and step backward. But we keep recording with our phones. That is our First Amendment right. Such nonviolent action carries risk, yet it could save a life. Perhaps it would make a difference in a court of law.
I can’t speak for the hundreds of others in attendance, but for me, this verifying is about remembering. I ask Jesus to remember me, a sinner, and I remember him with my love in action. I am part of a church that remembers how Christ calls us to care for “the least of these” as we would care for him (Matthew 25:31–40).
I want to close with a literary reference. The phrase “Charlotte’s Web” was used to identify the recent immigration raids in North Carolina, but the title was originally from E.B. White’s treasured children’s novel about redemption. Charlotte is a spider, whose messages in her web saved Wilbur, a pig, from slaughter. She is a type of verifier! In her unique way, she stands up for someone else.
Near the end of the story, Wilber asks, “Why did you do all this for me? I don't deserve it. I've never done anything for you.”
Charlotte replied, “You have been my friend. That in itself is a tremendous thing. I wove my webs for you because I liked you.” 
Sounds like Mister Rogers, doesn’t it? But then, Charlotte turns philosophical like a biblical prophet.
“What's a life, anyway? We're born, we live a little while, we die. A spider's life can't help being something of a mess, with all this trapping and eating flies. By helping you, perhaps I was trying to lift up my life a trifle. Heaven knows anyone's life can stand a little of that.”
Jesus, remember us, when you come into your kingdom. Amen.
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