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A few years ago, we replaced the septic system over at the rectory. This was not something we held up 
as a cornerstone of that year’s stewardship campaign. It was not a glamorous project, but it was an 
important one. Believe me, it was an important one.  
 
When the work was about to begin, the septic company first dropped off the digger in front of the 
house and there it sat for a week while they tended to other, more immediate emergency situations. I 
got tired of friends and neighbors asking about the big piece of construction equipment sitting out there 
since, I mean, there really is nothing sexy about sharing the news that you’re getting a new septic 
system. So I started telling people we were digging a moat. That I was tired of parishioners dropping in 
all the time and I was finally doing something about it. I’m not sure anyone actually believed me, but it 
did abruptly end the conversation, as people just sort of backed away.  
 
I’m actually a big fan of moats — not because I want to keep people away, but because they evoke 
castles and knights in shining armor and fair maidens and dragons. But mostly I think of kings and 
queens and kingdoms. Much of this is fantasy and fairy tale, of course, as there aren’t many kingdoms 
or castles around today. At least in these parts. McMansions, yes, but not  fortified stone castles with 
moats. We tend to leave those to the Europeans. 
 
But on Christ the King Sunday, we reflect upon the reign of Christ, as we celebrate the King of kings 
and Lord of lords. Many of the great and powerful kings we read about in history ruled by fear and 
isolation. They enforced their will with armies and kept the populace at arm’s length by living in moat-
ringed castles.  
 
That’s not the kind of king we’re dealing with in Jesus. His is a different sort of realm. And so, in 
thinking about Christ the King, we need to undo our notions of earthly kingship. Jesus’ kingship is not 
about the iron grip of absolute power. It is a kingship of invitation rather than coercion; a kingship of 
inclusion rather than isolation; a kingship built upon peace rather than fear. In other words it is a 
kingship that looks nothing like what we’ve learned about in history books or seen in movies.  
 
And so, as Christians, we end up with what could be called the “upside down kingdom.” A place 
where a king is born in a lowly stable, not a royal bedchamber. A place where a king is not King 
Midas-wealthy, set up in a fortified castle but a man without a spot to lay his head. A place where a 
king has not 12 armor-wearing knights but 12 unarmed apostles. Everything has been flipped in this 
kingdom, where the last will be first and the first will be last; where the king came not to be served, but 
to serve. 
 
It’s why this interaction between Jesus and Pontius Pilate from John’s gospel doesn’t follow the usual 
script. For Pilate, a man used to being in control of such interactions with accused prisoners, things 
quickly go sideways. 
 
He keeps trying to get Jesus to admit to being a king in the earthly sense of the word. ‘Admit that you 
claim to be a king and I’ll execute you; admit that you’re not and I’ll let you go.’ Over and over again 
he tries to force Jesus into a box that doesn’t exist. “Are you the king of the Jews? he asks. “My 
kingdom is not of this world,” Jesus answers. “So you are a king?” “You say that I am a king.” It’s an 



 

 

impossible conversation because they are speaking on completely different spheres. Jesus speaks of an 
upside kingdom not of this world; Pilate hears treason because kingship can only be in opposition to 
the Emperor. 
 
The reality is that Jesus embodies both a kingship and a truth that the world cannot comprehend. 
Which circles back to the very first lines of John’s gospel: “The light shineth in darkness and the 
darkness comprehended it not.” From the outside looking in, you simply cannot comprehend such a 
kingdom. From the outside, Jesus looks like a quixotic fool, destined for the death penalty. You can’t 
fight the powers that be and expect to live. From the outside, this “king” is put to a shameful death. 
Which should be the end of the story. Except that it’s not. That’s the thing about eternal kingdoms, 
they abide and endure in ways our human minds can barely begin to fathom. 
 
One way to think about the kingdom of God is as a borderless kingdom. When we think about earthly 
kingdoms, we tend to think about defined borders. Most wars have been fought over questions of 
borders. One kings wants more territory, so he invades another king’s borders. It’s why those ancient 
walled cities, so fun to visit as tourists, existed in the first place. “If I build a wall around it, it is mine. 
And you can’t come in.”  
 
But here’s another feature of Jesus’ kingdom: it is a borderless kingdom. There are no walls keeping 
people out or keeping them in. And there is a certain freedom in a borderless kingdom. All are invited 
to the banquet table of the king. There are no guards keeping out the undesirables. Indeed those 
deemed unwanted by society are first in line to be ushered into this kingdom.  
 
This is yet another aspect of the upside down kingdom. In a world that prefers to put up barriers 
between and among people, Jesus tears them down. In a world that seeks to divide and separate us one 
from another, Jesus unites us. Which is why this kingdom, as unusual as it may be and as 
uncomfortable as it may seem, is a place of profound connection and joy. 
 
This morning, through the sacrament of baptism, we welcome two more loyal subjects into Jesus’ 
realm, into this crazy upside down kingdom. And as they grow into the full stature of Christ, we have a 
responsibility to teach them about this kingdom. To show them by our words and our actions that this 
is a kingdom without walls and moats and defenses. That it is a kingdom of relationship, not rule. A 
kingdom of invitation, not declaration. A kingdom of love, not law.  
 
The question hangs out there for all of us: In what ways are we building this kingdom here on earth? In 
what ways are we reaching out our hands in love to help the least of these among us? In what ways are 
we doing our part to tear down the structures of oppression that exist in this world? There are no easy 
answers. Yet we owe it to Christ the King to do our part in casting down the mighty from their thrones 
and lifting up the lowly. This is our role and our responsibility as active participants in this kingdom, 
rather than passive observers. 
 
I do hope that in the coming years, parents and godparents and friends and relatives of our soon-to-be 
newest Christians will inspire their imaginations by reading them the stories of King Arthur  and 
Sleeping Beauty and Rapunzel and all the other stories out there with kings and queens and princes and 
princesses. But most importantly, tell them stories about Christ the King, the Prince of Peace. Help 
them to see and know the stories about the kingdom of God. Invite them to build it with you. It is a 
lesson we all need to hear again and again and again. 


