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REIGNING FROM A CROSS 

This Thursday will be Thanksgiving.  Next Sunday will be the first Sunday of Advent.  It is a bit hard for me to 

believe how the fall has flown by.  But today is what the worship calendar calls either Christ the King Sunday or 

the Reign of Christ Sunday.  It caps off the liturgical year before the next worship phase begins with Advent.  It is 

a time to explore what kind of ruler we have in our Lord Jesus and what kind of allegiance we ought to offer him.    

Many of us grew up saying the pledge of allegiance to the American flag at the start of each school day.  The 

allegiance that is being pledged is actually to the republic for which the flag is a symbol.  In North Korea, 

however, the children are taught or actually required to pledge allegiance not to a nation or even to a government, 

but to a person, to Kim Jong-Un, the dictatorial supreme leader of this troubled country, that cuts itself off from 

so much else of the world.  The pledges of allegiance are part of the required hero worship even though the 

children are hungry and lack rights of freedom of speech and worship, even though their society has no freedom 

of the press or the possibility of representative government.  Still they must pledge allegiance to this ruler who 

portrays himself as a great, invincible, and unassailable leader, who demonstrates his power by executing people 

who don’t support him. 1  

That bears some similarities to the Roman Caesar at the time of Jesus’ life and ministry.  Expressions of 

allegiance and even worship were required.  Those who withheld them could be executed.  The idea of a ruler 

was one who was ruthlessly powerful, who maintained control by military power and fear.  The One whose reign 

we celebrate, the One to whom we pledge allegiance is quite different from any supreme leader or Caesar.      

Among the events in the capital area that Nancy and I have relished is the annual national book festival.  It used 

to be held on the national mall, but more recently has been held at the D.C. convention center.  Nancy and I 

generally pick different authors to hear from when we go.  This year, one of the authors I got to hear was Jon 

Meacham, who was there talking about his new biography of George H. W. Bush, Poppa Bush.  Meacham had 

been given access to Bush’s mother’s papers after her death.  Among the items he found was a letter that George 

had written to her sometime after Robin, his and Barbara’s daughter, had died of leukemia at the age of three.  In 

one of his interviews with the former president, Meacham had asked him to read aloud the letter he had written 

over fifty-five years earlier.  As Bush did so, he began to weep so loudly, that his chief of staff, whose office was 

down the hall, came rushing in.  She realized what the author was getting the former president to do and asked 

why he had done so.  Meacham responded to her, “If you want to know someone’s heart…” and before he could 

finish the sentence, the president interrupted and said, “you have to know what breaks it.” 2  

There are some rulers who have sought the allegiance of the public using heartless measures.  They wanted to 

convey the idea that they are not vulnerable in any shape or form.  But Jesus came as a different kind of ruler 

because he was seeking to show the very heart of God, including what breaks it.  As powerful as God is, the 

divine heart still breaks when any kind of brokenness diminishes human life.   

The placard that Pontius Pilate ordered to be placed on the cross over Jesus’ head, which read, “This is the King 

of the Jews,” was put there as anything but an act to honor him.  In addition to the sign above him, there are the 

taunts from below.  The litany of mockery begins with religious leaders, speaking loudly enough for everyone to 

hear, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!”  The soldiers speak 



directly to Jesus, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!”  Every king they had ever heard about thought 

of himself first.  They sat on golden thrones in fancy palaces.  They focused on their own desires and ignored the 

needs of their people.  They grabbed the wealth of the land to support their wars of conquest and to keep their 

most loyal supporters surrounded with lavish abundance.  Of course, kingly power would take someone else’s life 

in order to save one’s own.  The soldiers thought that if Jesus had some great power like his followers claimed he 

had, he would use it to save his own skin – that’s what most kings would do.   

It’s not enough that the derision comes from the sign above and the comments from below him.  It also comes 

from beside him when one of the criminals being crucified next to him joins in the ridicule saying, “Are you not 

the Messiah?  Save yourself and us!”  He must have thought that a king who ends up like this was not worthy to 

be honored in anyway.    

But Christ’s kind of reign is not a conventional one.  He does not protect his own power or privilege or life.  

Instead, he opens himself to everyone, both to those who would welcome him and to those who would hurt him.  

Most of the onlookers at the cross understood ultimate power as the ability to kill someone, but Jesus shows a 

greater power in his capacity to forgive even those who were killing him.  Instead of lashing out at them, he pities 

their misguided ways.  He shows his ability to love was greater than their expressions of hatred.  Rather than 

using his kingly powers to destroy someone else or even to save himself, Jesus uses his power to save others, 

even a lowly criminal dying next to him.  

Surely it broke God’s heart to see Jesus die in pain on a cross.  But just as much, if not more, it breaks God’s 

heart to see misplaced priorities that ignore human need, so a ruler is sent whose love is so deep that he is willing 

to enter our human suffering to lead us beyond it.  Bitterness, hatred, and violence break God’s heart, so the 

divine response is to send One who embodies God’s grace.  We need to be saved from our self-destructive 

tendencies and Jesus takes them upon himself to die upon the cross.  We need someone who opens the way to 

paradise even for those who seem to be on a highway toward hell.   

And early in the morning on the Sunday after that dreadful Friday, God’s life-giving, love-giving, hope-giving, 

redemption-giving power gets confirmed when the ultimate dead end, that is a tomb, ends up empty.  The One 

who God raised up, even after he had been raised up on a cross, is the One who can raise us up as well.  This 

reign frees and lifts and empowers.  This reign inspires and heals and unites.  This reign lasts.  This One who 

shows us God’s heart, can win our hearts for our own good.  We are lovingly invited to offer our deepest 

allegiance.   
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