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Kathryn Z. Johnston Bright Hope for Tomorrow John 18:33-37 
November 21, 2021 Bright Hope Now Revelation 1:4b-8 
  
Revelation 1:4b-8 
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.” 
Pilate asked him, “What is truth?” 
 
The story of God for the people of God… thanks be to God 
 
It’s been a while since we plotted our Sundays using the Revised Common Lectionary; a three 
year cycle of Scripture readings consisting of at least four readings per Sunday: Old 
Testament, Psalm, New Testament, and Gospel. We’ve decided to go back to the lectionary 
after quite a few years of sermon series; although my goal is to still package the sermons into 
series. Advent begins next Sunday launching a sermon series entitled: The Days Are Surely 
Coming. 
 
Christmas season will debut: From Here to Epiphany. 
 
Today is the last Sunday of Lectionary Year B and the high holy day to mark the occasion is 
Christ the King Sunday. Christ the King Sunday was established in 1925 by Pope Pius XI 
because he felt followers of Christ were being lured away by the increasing secularism of the 
world.  
 
Today is the day we celebrate the sovereignty - the supreme power and authority - of God 
who is known to us in Jesus Christ. Today churches all over the country are putting their 
organs on blast – pull out all the stops Mark McKeever – because we are gonna crown him 
Lord of all! We’re going to sing words like “royal diadem” and my personal favorite: 
“terrestrial ball.” 
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But the thing is… the Gospel reading doesn’t seem to get the message. The text doesn’t match 
the festivities of the day. There’s no “yonder sacred throng that at his feet may fall.” It’s just 
Jesus and Pilate. 
 
The reading from Revelation talks about a ruler of all the kings on earth – that doesn’t seem 
to be what’s happening in the Gospel of John. There’s no celebration in John. No blessings 
abound. The weary do not find rest. Those who suffer are not blessed. Some of the religious 
leaders want Jesus put to death, the people outside want him put to death, and all of his 
followers have gone into hiding.  Our king in this text is a common criminal, interrogated by a 
few Roman cops and the governor of the province who acts as judge and jury. 
 
So which is it? A crown and the throne? Or a crown made of thorns? 
 
Pilate seems just as surprised as we are.  
Are you the King of the Jews?   
Are you the king who will bring justice for the oppressed?   
Are you the king who will shoulder every burden?   
Are you the hope of the nations?   
Are you the prince of peace?   
Are you the savior of the world?   You?    
You solitary Jew, abandoned by your own followers, interrogated like a common criminal, 
powerless before the world’s power.   
 
You are a King? 
 
Judging from the church’s liturgy, this is not the king we wait for.   
The king we’re waiting for crushes injustice at the wave of a finger.   
The king we’re waiting for feeds the hungry without having to bother with political and 
economic realities.   
The king we’re waiting for is able to dodge bullets and crosses and grief.   
The king we’re waiting for brings heaven to earth, vindicates the ethics of love and 
nonviolence.   
The king we’re waiting for transforms the world into the place God promises it will become. 
 
A colleague of mine, Andrew Connors, shares about his own struggle with the contradiction 
of the kind of king we want – even expect Jesus to be – and the kind of king Jesus actually is. 
Andrew wrote: 
 

Several years ago I joined a group of 20 or 30 Christians who gathered on the steps of the 
Georgia state capitol building during Holy Week to hear the story of the execution of Jesus 
of Nazareth.  We sang some songs, off key, put up with the questions of a couple of security 
guards, and battled beeping cars and diesel bus engines to hear the story that Christians 
usually gather to proclaim behind the safety and seclusion of our stone walls.  And I felt 
foolish.  I felt foolish as businessmen and women scurried past with suspicious glances, the 
kind offered to religious fanatics.  I felt foolish as drivers speeding by, stretched their rubber 
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necks around to see what crazy bunch of protesters had gathered on the capitol steps this 
week.  I felt foolish standing just blocks away from the multi-billion dollar powerhouse of 
Coca-Cola, standing on the steps of Pilate’s counterpart in Georgia, armed with nothing but 
a story and a small rag-tag community of common people who claimed to testify to the truth.  
I felt foolish because the story of this Jesus –vulnerable in the face of power – is embarrassing 
to proclaim. 
 
Standing out there beneath Georgia’s monuments to power, I listened to a group of 8 people 
who had spent the previous evening on the streets of Atlanta.  They had been holding vigil 
with the homeless – a foolish thing to do.  “It started raining at midnight,” a spokesperson 
from the group said.  They looked for shelter, but everywhere they went, already someone 
was sleeping there.  It was about 2 am and they were all getting wet and miserable.  They 
passed a church with its lights on.  There was an overhang so they approached the entrance 
and huddled together while they tried to figure out if the church was open.  A security guard 
came out to meet them.  ‘Is the church open?’ they asked.  ‘Yes, it’s open,’ the security guard 
said. ‘They’re having a twenty-four hour prayer vigil.’  ‘Great,’ the group’s leader said, ‘we’re 
having a vigil, too.’  Then one of the group members added that they were actually looking 
for a warm place to get out of the rain.  The security guard took two steps back and said to 
them, ‘I’m sorry, you can’t come in here.  I’ve been hired to keep people like you out.’  They 
moved on until they came to a small covered area that housed a trash dumpster just outside 
of a pizza restaurant.  A homeless man invited the group in – invited all 8 of them in.  They 
crowded together, wet and hungry as the man offered what was left of half a pizza foraged 
from the trash. 
 
“Who would have thought,” one person commented that night on the steps of the Georgia 
capitol building, “that of all places, we would have found Jesus sleeping behind that 
dumpster, inviting us out of the rain to break bread with us.”A 

 
What is truth? 
 
“What is truth?” Pilate asks, struggling to reconcile the image of the king that he knows with 
the one Jesus presents.  Struggling to understand how this lone Jew, abandoned by his own 
followers, could make any change in the world.   Struggling to conceive of how anyone could 
place their hope for the future in the life of a common criminal whose movement appeared to 
have failed, whose ethic has not been vindicated, whose life had not led to the wolf and the 
lamb living together in peace.   
 
What is truth? 
 
Standing on the capitol steps, shivering in the cold, Andrew found himself asking the same 
question.  What is truth?   
 

 
A The Reverend Andrew Connors. “Christ the King Sunday.” Paper written for The Well in 2009. 
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In a world where heated, stone buildings, built to the glory of a Jewish peasant, turn away 
people who are seeking warmth from the cold.  What is truth?   
 
In a world where churches triumphantly praise their suffering king unaware or unmoved by 
the children outside their walls that have to skip a meal.  What is truth?  
 
In a world where the Christian practice of hospitality thrives not inside the church, but on the 
streets by the garbage dumpster where one suffering servant plays host to the hungry.   
What is truth?  
  
We don’t know how Pilate finally answered that question.  But it is Jesus who forced him to 
even ask it.  It is Jesus who forced him to reexamine all of his assumptions, all of his 
convictions, all of his commitments.  And at the close of that day, I can imagine that Pilate 
found himself wondering: how is it that this peasant Jew from Palestine has me questioning 
my deepest commitments? 
 
It is the question that those of us who follow Jesus sometimes find ourselves asking.   How is 
it possible that this peasant Jew from Palestine has me questioning everything that I know to 
be true about this world?   
How is it that the leader of this failed movement has me still wanting to join in?   
How is it that his ethic of love, largely ignored by nations and markets and individuals, is 
something I yearn to adopt as my own?   
How is it that this Jesus is calling me to listen to his voice and follow where he leads? 
 
This is the king we celebrate today – on this final day of the liturgical year.  This is the truth to 
which we belong.  The one whose life, in ways we do not understand, forces us to question 
every assumption devised by us and by our world, until we, too, see truth through the eyes of 
a Jewish peasant who began his life in a cold stable because they refused to make room at the 
inn; the Galilean who broke bread until everyone had their fill;  
the friend of the poor who upset polite company to plead their case at the tables of the rich;  
the peacemaker who believed that the only way to stop violence was to refuse to participate in 
it.   
 
As it turns out, the truth isn’t a ‘what’ – the truth is a ‘who’ – and after all of that back and 
forth and questioning, it is ultimately Pilate who orders the sign to be placed on the cross that 
he meant for irony, but God meant for truth: King of the Jews. 
 
The Lord God, the Almighty. 
Alpha & Omega. 
King. 
 
We’ll join the everlasting song, 
And crown him Lord of all! 
 
In the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


