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Texts: 2 Samuel 23:1-7 • Psalm 132:1-12 • Revelation 1:4b-8 • John 18:33-37

2 Samuel 23:1-7 
Now these are the last words of David: The oracle of David, son of Jesse, 

the oracle of the man whom God exalted, the anointed of the God of Jacob, the 
favorite of the Strong One of Israel: The spirit of the Lord speaks through me, his 
word is upon my tongue. The God of Israel has spoken, the Rock of Israel has said 
to me: One who rules over people justly, ruling in the fear of God, is like the light 
of morning, like the sun rising on a cloudless morning, gleaming from the rain on 
the grassy land. 

Is not my house like this with God? 
For he has made with me an everlasting covenant, ordered in all things and 

secure. Will he not cause to prosper all my help and my desire? But the godless 
are all like thorns that are thrown away; for they cannot be picked up with the 
hand; to touch them one uses an iron bar or the shaft of a spear. And they are 
entirely consumed in fire on the spot.

Psalm 132:1-12 
O Lord, remember in David’s favor all the hardships he endured;
how he swore to the Lord and vowed to the Mighty One of Jacob,
“I will not enter my house or get into my bed;
I will not give sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids,
until I find a place for the Lord, a dwelling place for the Mighty One of Jacob.”
We heard of it in Ephrathah; we found it in the fields of Jaar.
“Let us go to his dwelling place; let us worship at his footstool.”
Rise up, O Lord, and go to your resting place, you and the ark of your might.
Let your priests be clothed with righteousness, and let your faithful shout 

for joy.
For your servant David’s sake do not turn away the face of your anointed one.
The Lord swore to David a sure oath from which he will not turn back: “One 

of the sons of your body I will set on your throne.
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If your sons keep my covenant and my decrees that I shall teach them, their 
sons also, forevermore, shall sit on your throne.”

Revelation 1:4b-8 
John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from 

him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who 
are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of 
the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and freed 
us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his 
God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. Look! He 
is coming with the clouds; every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; 
and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail. So it is to be. Amen. “I am 
the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to 
come, the Almighty.

John 18:33-37 
Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked 

him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 
Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about 

me?” 
Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests 

have handed you over to me. What have you done?” 
Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were 

from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed 
over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” 

Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” 
Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this 

I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth 
listens to my voice.”



The Kingdom and the Church • November 22, 2015 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 3

Our first and last scripture lessons this week deal with the final moments. 
The last words of David are certainly ones that give praise to God and point, 

as Christians read, to the covenant that is everlasting.
Jesus finishes his last moments with another king of sorts: Pilate.
Today is Christ the King Sunday, maybe the youngest of liturgical days. It is 

not even 100 years old. It was begun in 1925 by Pope Pius who decreed that it be 
celebrated the Sunday before Advent’s first Sunday. This day, the Pope said, was to 
remind us of the reign of Christ in the world next to and independent of the state.

World history could be told, I suppose, as the story of the clash of powers. 
Kingdoms of one sort or another battling other ones.

This historical moment is no different. Call them presidents, prime ministers, 
or kings – each represent a set of values and rule over societies that seek truth.

David Brooks cited the Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, Jonathan Sacks, this 
week in his column:

“Humans also are meaning-seeking animals. We live, as Sacks writes, in a 
century that ‘has left us with a maximum of choice and a minimum of meaning.’ 
The secular substitutes for religion — nationalism, racism and political ideology — 
have all led to disaster. So many flock to religion, sometimes…to extremist forms.” 

Sacks argues that “we need military weapons to win the war against fanatics 
like ISIS, but we need ideas to establish a lasting peace.” 

I lament the move to use military force. I will leave that to others. But I do 
understand the need to protect innocent people from harm.

“Secular thought or moral relativism are unlikely to offer any effective rebut-
tal to groups like ISIS,” Sacks argues. Among religious people, he continues, there 
has to be a Theology of the Other: a complex biblical understanding of how to see 
God’s face in strangers. 

“Alongside the ethic of love there is a command to embrace an ethic of jus-
tice…Justice demands respect of the other. It plays on the collective memory of 
people who are in covenantal communities” like us. Recalling that we, too, “were 
once vulnerable strangers in a strange land.
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“The command is not just to be empathetic toward strangers, which is fragile. 
The command is to pursue sanctification, which involves struggle and sometimes 
conquering your selfish instincts. Moreover, God frequently appears where he is 
least expected — in the voice of the stranger.”

Sacks’s great contribution, Brooks wrote, “is to point out that the answer to 
religious violence is probably going to be found within religion itself, among those 
who understand that religion gains influence when it renounces power.” 

Christ’s kingdom and the power of love is what we pray to be about in the 
church. The kingdom of Christ is the goal of the church. The kingdom can be found 
outside the church – in hospitals and homes, in schools and orphanages – the 
church’s job is to discern where the kingdom of God is present and to emulate it. 
Often times the church is able to be synonymous with the kingdom of God.

In his meditation called The Last Word, Ambrose in the fourth century said 
this: When we speak about wisdom, we are speaking of Christ. When we speak 
about virtue, we are speaking of Christ. When we speak about justice, we are speak-
ing of Christ. When we speak about peace, we are speaking of Christ. When we 
speak about truth and life and redemption, we are speaking of Christ.

This question of Pilate’s, “what is truth?,” is less important as philosophical 
question than as a practical one. What matters more than our intellectual answer to 
this question is this: what truth did we belong to?

What way did we follow? 
What truth are we a part of? 
Peace and justice or building some other kingdom? Because this kingdom of 

Jesus looks very different than the kingdoms we know.
Caryll Houselander, 20th-century writer, declares: If we are not interested in 

the minds, the feelings, the hopes, fears, sorrows and joys of everyone with whom 
we come in contact, we are not interested in Christ. Whatever we do to anyone, we 
do to him. If we are impatient with the mental suffering, the doubting, the ques-
tioning, and the wrestling with the angel of the more sensitive minds, then we are 
impatient with the mind of Christ bleeding under the crown of thorns. If we shrink 
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from the broken lives of sinners, then we draw away from Christ fallen and crushed 
under his cross. If we will not go to the sick and the poor to help them, we will not 
help Christ. 

How shall we educate ourselves to face other people’s sufferings? she asks.
We first become educated about suffering by getting in touch with our own 

suffering self. By understanding our own pain and suffering we can understand and 
have compassion for others. 

Our lives are replete with examples of suffering. Our world is, too, no doubt.
The recent news around refugees is not a days old thing but a challenge years 

along. 
Did you know that 3 percent of world refugees come to Houston?
The Economist did a piece on refugees in America and said: “750,000 refugees 

have been resettled in America since 9/11. Not one has been arrested on domestic 
terrorism charges.”

98 pecent of Syrian refugees are children or elderly women and men 
No terrorist incident has ever been traced to somebody admitted through the 

American refugee resettlement program.
None of these facts of course ensure that terrorism will not once again come 

to our land. No such guarantee ever exists for any of us.
We are reminded though of our own story that Jesus was a refugee himself. 

We’ll soon read about that in Advent. The great irony of this historical moment is 
that just as Christians will celebrate a Savior born to a Middle Eastern family who 
fled across a national boundary to Egypt from violence and persecution – we can’t 
even decide if we are going to even hear the cases of the paltry number we consider 
each year.

France just got attacked and committed to receiving a higher number than 
we have in five years.

Those like Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, self-declared king of the ISIS caliphate, 
convince us that fear is strength when actually it is an adolescent veneer.
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And our grandstanding and fear rejecting refugees plays right into evil’s 
snare. We have our own fear masked as strength.

There is a *story told of a medieval cathedral being built. It has been under 
construction for 50 years and has at least another 50 to go. None of the workers saw 
it begin, none would see it end.

A traveler comes by and sees it being constructed and meets an architect 
drawing. “What are you doing?” the traveler asks. 

“I am designing these arches you see that will go over the east transept en-
trance to the church.”

The traveler goes down the path a little more to the other side and runs into a 
stonemason. “What are you doing?” the traveler says to the stonemason.  

“I am molding together the gargoyle that will overlook this main entrance 
you see.”

Then he goes to the front where encounters a woman sweeping, “What are 
you doing?” the traveler asks, to which the woman sweeping replies, “I’m building 
a cathedral.”

We are each a part of building the kingdom of God. Whether we are laying 
stones, designing spaces, or sweeping floors, each of us is building a church, a ca-
thedral for the city, a world wherein the kingdom of Christ is known by its love and 
hospitality. 

And when we wonder whether we are making any kind of difference, con-
sider the poem of Origen.

 And as we — by our prayers — 
vanquish all the demons that stir up war, 
and lead to the violation of oaths, 
and disturb the peace, 
we in this service 
are much more helpful to the kings… 
And we do take our part in public affairs, 
when along with righteous prayers, 
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we practice self-denying disciplines and meditations, 
which teach us to despise pleasures, 
and not to be lead astray by them. 
And none fight better for the king 
[and his role of preserving justice] 
than we do. 
We do not indeed fight under him, 
although he demands it; 
but we fight on his behalf, 
forming a special army of piety 
by offering our prayers to God.

John Mansfield, in his play The Trial of Jesus, pictures Pilate’s wife remain-
ing in the judgment hall long after everybody else had left. Finally, a soldier who 
had taken part in the crucifixion comes in, and she asks him, “Is he dead yet?” The 
soldier shakes his head and says, “No, lady, he is not dead.” She questions him fur-
ther, “But surely he is dead, he has been hanging there so long now.” And the soldier 
replies, “No, lady, he is not dead. His love is let loose in the world now, and neither 
Jew nor Roman can stop him.”

And finally it is love let loose in the world that ultimately wins – over terror, 
over fear, over false choices like pitting compassion and security against each other. 

This is truth that our citizenship is first with the kingdom of God and with 
this kingdom God, as with David, has made an everlasting covenant – Alpha and 
Omega, Beginnings and Endings, God is with us. Thanks be to God. Amen.

*My thanks to colleague The Very Reverend Barkley Thompson, Dean Christ Church  
Cathedral Houston for the story of the medieval cathedral’s construction.


