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The Sermon Text — Luke 23:33-43
When they came to the place that is called Thel Skul
they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, onéis
right and one on his left. Then Jesus said, ‘Father
forgive them; for they do not know what they are
doing.” And they cast lots to divide his clothirgnd
the people stood by, watching; but the leadersasdatt
him, saying, ‘He saved others; let him save himi$elf
he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!’ Theiead
also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour
wine, and saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jesasye
yourselfl’ There was also an inscription over hifrhis
is the King of the Jews.’

One of the criminals who were hanged there
kept deriding him and saying, ‘Are you not the
Messiah? Save yourself and us!’ But the other reduK
him, saying, ‘Do you not fear God, since you ardam
the same sentence of condemnation? And we indee

have been condemned justly, for we are getting what responses, but | think it's important to know #dibit

we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done
nothing wrong.” Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me
when you come into your kingdom.” He replied, “Hrul
| tell you, today you will be with me in

SERMON

I am certain you've seen some of the billboar@isGerman, math, and physics, and has a deep lovésfo

around Madison that are put up by the Freedom Fro
Religion Organization. They have a picture obapy
person on them and they say something akin takél |
biking, baking, and sleeping in on Sundays. — K&
atheist” There’s another one | remember seeing that
said something like: “I read the bible and I'm an
atheist.” | hear that, in England, there are sigmshe
sides of buses that say “Relax, there probably &sn’
god.” | find these billboards and signs completely
fascinating. | want to know the reason behind tlaeh
what they’re aiming for. | would love to sit downdh
have a conversation with the people who are on the
billboards and with the people who decided to pett
up; to hear what their stories are. Because if you
believe something so deeply that you're willingo®
put up on a billboard for it (or pay for it), thésgot to
be a reason behind it. And | want to know whas.it i
But while I can’t know their stories and their
reasons right now, | can have hunches, and orfeeaf t
is something that is a strong reality check forsthof
us who are Christian. That hunch is that theyyatg

is. They want people to come to a better understgng
of truth. But if not for this group, then for thels
proclaimed atheists, truth means understanding tha
there is no god. There is no kingdom of God or of
heaven; there is no reign of Christ. And the sooner
“we” — as a collective population - realize thate t
better off “we’ll” be. They're saying that 1) yaan
have a fulfilling life without faith (biking, bak and
sleeping in), and 2) while they don’t say thisihk
their point is that there’s a lot of suffering aadl in
this world — where is your God? That presents a
fascinating conundrum for those of us who are
Christian — especially on Christ the King Sundakiew
we proclaim that Jesus Christ is the ruler of wnsld.

| have a very good friend who is, for all
practical purposes, an atheist. And | want toyel a
little bit about him because | asked him aboute¢hes
d billboards and signs and he had some fascinating

about a person before hearing what they think. My
friend is Norwegian — and not the lutefisk eatirmgok—
but a “real” one — as in, he was born in Norway and
actually lives there now. He’s 30, and teaches high
school. He speaks 3 languages fluently, has degree

Mcountry. | met him on internship, as we both haggen
to be living in Berlin the same year. He was wogkat
a nearby concentration camp for the year to learem
about the Holocaust and introduce others to itt H&u
lived next to the church | was at and, when he waw
had a food distribution project, he showed up to
volunteer. He had no desire to be a part of churah,
did want to help feed the hungry. That was 3 yags
now and, within those years, I've gotten to knovs th
fabulous person who has taught me an incredible
amount about life and passion and friendship and
dreams. He would not consider himself good, nor
would he say that he cares about humanity. Bus he
one of the most self-less people | know.

So again, | was talking to this Norwegian frie
about atheism. Now, he’ll tell you that he techitica
doesn’'t know whether or not there is a god, buhéo
best of his ability, he can’t find any reason why
someone would actually believe there was one. He
understands context and culture and emotions and
roles they play in bringing a person to believe.tBait

to get people to look at life in this world as aictually”

for him, to look at reality objectively tells hirhdt therg
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is no god. There are too many things in this wnkt
seem more easily explained by the lack of a god Hya
the presence of one. The thing is, | greatly refstes
friend and his thoughts. When he says that hetedsif
through arguments and talked with people and psit th
up to life experience, | believe him. | am a pastod |
might have strong experiences that compel me to
believe the opposite, but his thoughts need to be
honestly considered.

And | think he’s not alone in them — even for

Christians. Regardless of who you are and what your were cooperating and trying not to cause an ugisin

beliefs are, people tend to think that, if God #=dsand
cared about the world, then we would witness seas
being parted and people raised from the dead and
countries at peace. In short, we tend to think ilhat
there really was a god (and assuming this god was &
“good” god), then life would be a whole lot bettkan

it is now. So therefore, as my friend points ol t
easier argument is to say that there is no godend
need to learn to rely on ourselves to do what nezte
done in this world.

| get this, and | think it's more than a valid
argument. But then in comes this pesky Christ timg K
Sunday. And with it comes Luke’s account of the
crucifixion. On the Sunday in which we celebrate th
presence and rule of God, we read about a man whg
being ridiculed even as he is dying from torture.
Apparently, Jesus’ death on the cross is relatéxtiiog
a king. Apparently, Jesus’ death on the crosslédae
to God’s activity on earth. Apparently, God’s prese
and activity among us doesn’t mean that obvious
miracles and joyous life are happening. State-
sanctioned torture is happening, after all. Solmeayur
concept of what a king is, and what a kingdomris, a
who God is, needs a bit of work. Because if myiathe
friend has a point — and | think he does — andefde
indeed, have a God who is active and present in the
world — and | think we do — then there’s a bit of
reconciliation that needs to happen.

Our text today starts out with a man being
brought to the place of his execution. Well, thmeen,
really. A guy named Jesus and two criminals. léerb
a long time coming, and in many ways it's the
culmination of a larger story. This man, Jesus, dad
long history of irritating the people who were defwe
about their faith. He also had a long history dtigg
the common person to be completely fascinated iy |
And on top of that all, he happened to live inthea
turbulent empire. The rulers of the empire — the
Romans — were not very happy with the people they
were controlling in that area — the Jews — ancetinas
a fear that someone among them would rise up and

making speeches to random people and associatthg
unbelievers and all such things and the protecbtise
faith are just disturbed. You would think they waul
just avoid Jesus if they didn’t like what he wagisg,

1 but instead they followed him around and criticized
him. And to make matters worse, Jesus comes into
Jerusalem just before one of the high holy days and
people come out ithrongs to welcome him. So the
leaders see their chance to both get rid of thiection
to the faith and to make the Romans think thatithes

They use Jesus as a scapegoat, and actually &y to
governor: “we found this man (Jesus) perverting ouf
nation, forbidding us to pay taxes to the empeand
saying that he himself is the Messiah, a king.”sTiki
1 enough even to convince the fickle crowd that
worshiped him days earlier into believing he was a
curse on the nation and the governor sees his elan
become a hero. So Jesus withstands trial, is eattur
nearly to the point of death, and then is brougtitom
the hill to be executed in front of the whole natio
Which is where our text starts today. These men ar
most likely crawling out to their place of executiand
nailed up onto the crosses. But then there’sma sig
that’s put above Jesus that reads: “This is thg &in
p'she Jews.” The king of a people of faith. The
manifestation of God among us, is tortured and tman
naked on a cross.
And what does this king — a king who has no
only angels but the hand of God to save him - de? H
watches the soldiers who have beaten him, laughing
and gambling in front of him for his clothes. Helks
at the same people who rejoiced at his coming into
town, now staring blankly at the events and saying
nothing. He listens to the pious scoffing at hintha
smug triumph of “proving” that Jesus was not the
chosen one of God, but rather an infectious trouble
maker. He takes in the challenges to prove that he
actually is God, and, as if in response to thems,kimg
begs God to forgive them all, citing a lack of feight
as a reason. He doesn’t choose to prove his pawer
be angry or to force people to worship him. He $ymp
has compassion on them and loves them, even as |
dying. The two criminals next to him take noticelos
— one uses it as grounds for more derision and as a
desperate attempt to save him as well — and thex oth
nirecognizes Jesus for who he is, and asks only to be
remembered in Jesus’ kingdom. The only person wi
sees Jesus as a king is the one who is buried snder
a load of inescapable guilt and punishment that he
knows there’s no way out and is willing to haveragk
who also dies on crosses. Jesus’ response? “TODA

create massive problems. So Jesus is going along

you will be WITH me in Paradise.” Today. Not when
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the world ends, not after you shape up, not aiberwe
paid the price for your sins. But today. And whisre
this Paradise? Well, Jesus is on the cross. Mggjise
that that’'s where the kingdom happened to be that d

So now you tell me: is this man - is Jesus - God?
Is this really God who has shown up on the croskiman
the midst of death? Because in many ways, it'sié&gas
to explain this story if he’s not. It's easier telieve
that this man really was just a trouble-maker whdesl
up being executed. But if he IS God? If he IS gRin
What kind of a king would this be, and what kind of
kingdom is being established?

| really do think that it's difficult to see the
option of a real, present, and active god in troslev
And | don’t think that we, as Christians, have aoyt
of superior knowledge to our atheist friends. Weeha
book that tells us there is a god, we have family a
friends who tell us there is, and we have our own
experiences of the supernatural. But very few [geep
Christians even — can say with 100%, absolute io¢yta
that there is, indeed, a god. | do, however, haité f
that there is. And | believe that this god is thed®ve
see in our scripture reading today. It's a God seho
glory and reign is found in the bloody, torturethfen
body of Jesus on the cross. It's a God whose Waosk i
to absorb the oppression we force upon othersstenl
to our silence in the face of injustice, and tceree our
smug self-righteousness. And then to die for uthab
reconciliation, healing, and resurrection out of filth
would happen. It's a God who, rather than getting
people to shape up by beating them over the hetd wi
a stick, instead enters fully into the deepestdarttest
places of our world. We tend to look for kings liret
places of wealth, glory, prominence, and power. We
tend to see God in the places of our certaintyetieh
in the places of our prosperity, and in the plaifes
miraculous escapes from suffering. But it wouldsee
as though God'’s glory and God’s presence is agtirall
the places of despair and exhaustion.

So, Katie, 23, atheist on the billboard: you like
biking, baking, and sleeping in on Sundays. | like
singing, coffee in batman mugs, and talking to peop
in parking lots. I'm 27, my name is Sarah, and | do
believe that Christ Jesus is the ruler of this di@rhen.
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