11-21-10 sermon
Christ the King Sunday

Luke 23:33:43

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen.

The story ends just like it begins;
The angel Gabriel says to Mary in Luke, chapter 1:32, that Jesus will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. 
And it ends like this; with a sign placed over the head of Jesus as he hangs on a cross between two other criminals; “This is the King of the Jews.”
We come to the end of our liturgical year and we are ending right where we began; Jesus is announced as a King. He is correctly identified but it is not in a manner you or I would expect. It is not the way we would write the story.
It is not a Kingly death. Jesus is mocked and ridiculed as he hangs on the cross.

The titles thrown at him by the crowd are filled with sarcasm; he saved others, let him save himself if he is the King of the Jews. Here is a King who does not try and save himself. 

Here is a King who stays on the cross. 

Here is a King who seeks the lost to his dying breath.
For everyone standing there watching on that hill, the place of the skull, this was an ending. 
Period. 
Finished. 
It is over.
This is what it means when something ends right. It means that it is over and done with. This is why endings can be so difficult and hard.
But what would it mean for you and me if we understood this ending as a beginning? What might this event on the cross say to you and me, who get so focused on endings and struggle with new beginnings?

I think part of our struggle has to do with the fact that it feels like endings go on for too long and that is all there is; one after another and every time there is an ending the God questions come up; where is God in this ending and how do I make sense out of another ending?
Endings have a lot of control over us because they have the power to create doubt and fear and uncertainty in our hearts and minds. 

Just this past week two events have done that for me; the killings in Iowa by that 17 year old Minnesota boy. My heart aches for the good people of Iowa and the families of the women whose lives were so needless ended. How do we make sense of this kind of ending?

And the news about the Lockheed Martin plant closing in Eagan; 1000 jobs, 1000 families, and thousands of questions.
On a daily basis, we face these kinds of questions. 
On a daily basis, our faith is tested by endings. 
The two criminals hanging on crosses, on either side of Jesus display contrasting responses to their endings. Each of their lives is slowing, painfully slipping away and there is no hope and they are getting what they deserve, in their own words. They are almost like a case study for us who struggle with and have to deal with our own endings.

One criminal mocks Jesus as a failed Messiah, a failed King. Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us – do something. 

A common plea, is it not, for those of us dealing with endings. 

Do something God! Anything!

The other criminal responds to his ending by speaking to Jesus with reverence, with honesty about his situation; and his situation isn’t good. 

He addresses Jesus with a calmness that is almost shocking in nature. And I am struck by what he asks of Jesus. He doesn’t ask Jesus to save him. He asks Jesus to remember him.
“Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 
I suspect most of us want to be saved from our endings even though deep down we know they can’t be stopped. Children grow up and leave home. People lose their jobs as businesses close up shop or move. Friendships change. People get sick and their health changes and sometimes they die. Marriages struggle and often fail. 

Save us we often ask. Oh God, save us

But if endings are beginnings then Jesus’ response to the second criminal makes all the sense in the world.
Truly I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise.

Today is a beginning.

Today you will be with me in paradise.
As we look at our lives through the lens of the cross we can begin to see endings as beginnings. The one thief somehow saw this very thing and he asked Jesus to remember him.

Maybe that is all you and I need to do when we look at our endings through the lens of the cross. When we begin to understand and see in the cross not an ending but rather a beginning – a gate if you will to paradise – all of life is captured up into the immediacy of Jesus’ promise – today he says, today you will be with me in paradise.
Today my grace will be sufficient for you. 

Today I will reveal myself to you in the caring of another person.

Today the questions won’t seem so large and the answers so difficult.

Jesus, the crucified one, willingly ends his life for your sake and mine.

Jesus, the crucified one is Lord of all endings and is the power of all beginnings.

The apostle Paul understands this when he writes in his letter to the Colossians and to us; May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, 
while joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light. He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son.

Today you will be with me in paradise.

Today we have been transferred into His kingdom.
Today, the ending of God’s life is the beginning of your life.

Today, the ending of God’s life is the beginning of new life for you and me.
This is where we stand.

This is our hope.

This is our strength.

Today, this is our beginning.

Thanks be to God. Amen

