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Three years ago this month, 
 a group of madmen with assault rifles and explosives  
  targeted six locations in Paris,  
   killing 130 people and wounding 494.  
One of the victims was Helene Leiris,  
 a young wife and mother of a baby son.  
After the attack her husband, Antoine, 
 put an extraordinary post on Facebook, 
  which has now been read by millions. 
Here is part of what he wrote: 
On Friday evening you stole the life of an exceptional person,  
 the love of my life, the mother of my son,  
  but you will not have my hatred… 
 You want it, but to respond to hatred with anger  
  would be to give in to the same ignorance  
   that made you what you are. 
 You would like me to be scared,  
  for me to look at my fellow citizens with a suspicious eye,  
   for me to sacrifice my liberty for my security.  
    You have lost… 
 Of course, I am devastated with grief,  
  I grant you this small victory, but it will be short-lived. 
 Us two, my son and I, we will be stronger  
  than every army in the world.  
 I cannot waste any more time on you  
  as I must go back to [my son]  
   who has just woken from his sleep. 
 He is only just 17 months old,  
  he is going to eat his snack just like every other day,  
   then we are going to play like every other day  
    and all his life this little boy will be happy and free.  
     Because you will never have his hatred either.i   
 
Jesus takes a stand against violence and lies 
 in our gospel lesson this morning. 
  Dragged before a Roman official  
   who seemingly has power over life and death, 
    Jesus does not choose anger, mockery, or revenge. 
     Neither does he choose his personal liberty  
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      over his true identity in God, 
       the very same identity we affirmed minutes ago 
        when we baptized seven-month-old Lillian. 
      
    For the most part Jesus is simply silent before Pilate. 
      When he does speak, what he offers is the truth. 
 
Today is "Christ the King" Sunday, 
 the day we Christians proclaim Christ is Lord over all of life.   
Christ, not our particular version of Christianity. 
 Christ, not our particular political party. 
  Not our bank account or our investments. 
   Not our families. 
    Not even our favorite sports team. Christ. 
 We are people who say that  
       God is the God of all of life, of every sphere, 
  and that we are citizens of God’s kingdom.  
We pray words to that effect every time we are together. 
 We promised today to teach such words to Lillian. Such as: 
    "For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory..." 
We repeat this same allegiance in scripture when we read: 
    "Christ is the first and the last,"   
  "the ruler of kings of the earth." 
Our reading for today from the Book of Revelation 
 heaps up such claims for God and Jesus, 
  using almost every first century convention  
   for lauding the authority of a ruler or deity.ii 
Jesus is the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead 
 and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 
We sing that Jesus is King of Kings in a host of hymns 
   And we proclaim it in the Halleluiah Chorus on our holiest days: 
  "The kingdom of this world is become  
       the kingdom of our Lord, and of his Christ 
          And he shall reign forever and ever." 
     That is what we say we believe. 
 
Today we re-visit this claim 
 and try it on once more for size, to see how well it fits. 
  Fortunately, John’s version of events is a good teacher. 
Because part of what the writer of John is up to in today's meeting  
      between Pilate and Jesus 
   is to line out the differences between earthly kingships, 
               and the Kingship of Christ. 
John is making starkly clear the difference between  
 types of governance or worldly power that we are used to seeing,  
        and true kingship--which has to do with truth-bearing.  
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All too often, earthly rulers look like Pilate, John is saying, 
     self-important, bored, not expecting anything new, 
  not able to recognize something new even when it shows up, 
           ready to do whatever it takes to keep themselves in place. 
Christ's kingship, by contrast, stands quietly,  
 waiting to be discovered, and speaks only what is needed. 
 

In the story Jesus appears by earthly standards of power 
       to be perfectly helpless. 
 But when Pilate asks "Are you the king of the Jews?" 
     Jesus, whatever he may be feeling, 
          does not act like a powerless man. 
He doesn't answer the question.  
    Instead he asks Pilate questions, trying to help Pilate 
        to see Jesus for himself,  
   and not depend on what anyone else may have said. 
When Pilate recovers his lead, 
     and presses his own questions again, 
        Jesus explains that his kingship is not of this world. 
The word "kingship" is used no less than three times. 
   It's not KINGDOM, despite the translation in the NRSV.  
  We are not talking here about territory or national boundaries.  
            We are talking about loyalties. 
 

 This scene is so well-crafted, so full of perfect irony, 
 it has been studied by would-be playwrights and screen writers: 
     This scene between a powerless man talking to a powerful man 
                    thinking he is talking to a powerless man.  
"So you are a King?" asks Pilate yet again. 
   But Jesus is done with that topic.  
       He won't be made into an object for Pilate's investigation. 
     "I came into the world to bear witness to the truth", Jesus says, 
          "Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice." 
   When Pilate asks "What is truth?" Jesus gives no answer. 
 
What is the first thing you think of  
      when you hear the word "truth"? 
The chances are that you think in terms of historical truth, "the facts", 
       that which can be verified, or proven as actual. 
A lot of us are distressed, I know, by what’s happened  
 to respect for the factual truth in our time.  
  So many are asserting their own truth these days. 
But did you know that the definition of the word truth as "the facts"  
 turns out to be tenth on the list in the Oxford English dictionary?iii 
The word "truth" comes from the German word "troth", 
      and the first definition listed is "faithful" as in loyal or constant. 
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  People are "true" when they are faithful to another. 
The whole time Pilate was talking in political categories, 
    Jesus was talking in personal terms about himself.  
Truth is personal, says this story, 
     not rational, not political, not doctrinal; it’s relational, 
        where Jesus stands, a man of flesh and blood, 
             no words are needed. 
 
When was the last time you tried to get at the truth about someone? 
I have been doing that this week  
 preparing for Tom Watkins service tomorrow afternoon, 
  spending time with Sharon and on the phone with Beth 
   and with some of you who were close to Tom, 
    remembering with Robert our trip with Tom to Turkey. 
Funerals and memorial services 
  are one of the times when we need 
        to share whatever truths we know. 
And what do we do?  Do we list facts?   No.  
  We tell personal stories.  Story after story after story 
       about the one whose truth we want to recollect. 
    No single story about anyone contains all the truth, 
           yet all of the stories may be factually true. 
 
Some of you may have seen the interactive article  
 in online the New York Times last week 
  about how to cope during Thanksgiving meals 
   with family members who hold angry political allegiances. 
The article was offering advice about how to speak effectively 
 to your “angry uncle” and keep the family peace. 
Examples were given on what to say in response  
 to various statements by angry liberal uncle  
  or angry conservative uncle, your pick.  
   Then you could work your way through a list of options 
    for how best to respond to what he had said. 
The way to connect, to learn a little truth 
 about who angry uncle really is and what he’s dealing with in life, 
  was not to fire statements back at him, 
   no matter how factually accurate those statements might be. 
    But to ask questions that could lead angry uncle 
     to tell a story or two about his own experiences. 
The door might be open then, said the author,  
 for some common ground and 
  for you to share some stories, too, which could actually be heard.  
I was pleased with myself as I worked the options through 
 for choosing the “right” option every time. 
  But then I’ve had a lot of training, and this was a quiz. 
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   I’m great at acing quizzes; it’s life that’s hard.  
 
Pilate would have failed the New York Times quiz flat. 
 He fails to come to any understanding of who Jesus is, 
      keeping Jesus at arms' length, 
          the way, for whatever reasons, some of us do at times. 
Pilate never sees the invitation in Jesus' silence 
 and never asks Jesus an honest question  
  only questions he thinks he already knows the answers to. 
Jesus’ questions, on the other hand, are genuine; 
 They hold invitations that Pilate can’t recognize. 
When Jesus doesn't answer Pilate's question "What is truth?", 
     it's not because Jesus has no answer. 
    It's because Jesus is the answer,  
   He is, as it says in Revelation, "the faithful one," the true one, 
    the Lord of the Kingdom of truth. 
 
We know the rest of the story. 
      We know that Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate  
          was crucified, dead, and buried. 
If we take the outcome of this story seriously,  
 we will not want to align ourselves with any Christian outfit  
        that is comfortable near the centers of political power 
   or that uses coercion as a tactic. 
Because Jesus didn't end up "doing lunch" with Pontius Pilate,  
     or hiring on with a group of lobbyists and a support staff, 
  Neither did he set out to convert them. 
         Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate--and always will. 
That is the good news on Christ the King Sunday. And every other day. 
     Jesus suffered under those who abuse power—he suffered willingly— 
  and thereby reveals what true power is.  
   Jesus still stands silently in every room 
    where power choices are being made,  
     including, I believe, in Antione Leiris home three years ago. 
 
Since that time Leiris has continued to refuse hatred. 
 Hatred still knocks on his door though, 
  he told a BBC journalist a year after the attack. 
 It comes and says “Hey I’m here. 
  I am simple and easy and comfortable.  
   You can go with me; it will be easy for you.” 
  “I just open the door and let [hatred] out of my house,” he said. 
   It is, he said, the only choice worth making.iv    
 
When asked whether or not he identifies as Christian 
 Leiris is always silent,  
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  but because I know another man who used silence well 
   I count Antione Leiris as is a fellow citizen of the kingdom of truth.  
It’s the kingdom in which we promised to raise Lillian. 
 We promised today to be a community that is true to our God, 
  to demonstrate in our life together 
   Jesus’ care for every person, his vulnerability,  
    his refusal to use force, and his willingness        
     to suffer the consequences of that.  
  Thereby we are exercising a power stronger than every army in the world. 
 AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i English translation of “Vous n’aurez pas ma haine”, (You will not have my hatred), a letter written by Antoine 
Leiris to ISIS, posted on French social media on November 16, 2015, and then videotaped in English by the BBC.  
ii Walter Brueggemann et al, Texts for Preaching, a Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV—Year B, 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993, p. 602. 
iii Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford University Press, Glasgow et al, 1971, p. 435. 
iv BBC interview with Antione Leiris, October 16, 2016; published online on October 19, 2016 and available on 
YouTube. 
 
 
 

                     


