
Entering the Kin-dom

Jeremiah 23:1-6; Luke1:68-79; Colossians 1:11-20; Luke 23:33-43*

Let’s talk politics!

Did I detect a groan in the congregation? I don’t mean Trump politics or even Trudeau versus

Harper’s style of politics I mean, let’s talk politics Jesus-style, the king who reigns from a cross.

She was near the end of her life, her already long life. Now, in her late eighties, her body was

growing weaker as she gradually succumbed to congestive heart failure.

I asked her, “What are your feelings now? Are you afraid? Regretful? What do you feel?”

And she answered, “No, not afraid.”

“You have lived a long and good life,” I said. “That must be a great consolation.”

“Some. My main comfort,” she replied, “is that soon I will get to be with Jesus.”

That was her great comfort, as she came to the end. She would be with Jesus. Of course, it

was a great comfort to her because, in a deep sense, she was already with Jesus. She had lived

each day of her life, for as long as she could remember, with Jesus. For this woman, being with

Jesus was not some purely future hope. It was a present reality. To be sure, one day before long she

hoped to be with her Lord in a fullness that she did not have now. She had been with Jesus, but now

she enabled herself to look forward in confidence to what would come.

Her whole life was a time of training for paradise. In a sense, she didn’t have to wait until she

died to be with Jesus. She was in paradise with Jesus already.

Someday, one day, we will be with Jesus, with the fullness of God. That is the great hope of

Easter faith. One day, the reign of God will shine forth in its fullness, Jesus will reign, and what is

promised today will be ours tomorrow.

That’s one of the chief virtues of the future. Hope for the future keeps thrusting us out beyond
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today into tomorrow. No matter how lousy the present age, expectation of a bright future can keep us

going in the difficult present. We may have it bad today, but tomorrow, . . . someday, things will be

put right. The day after tomorrow, Jesus will reign.

The problem is, if you keep it all future, a not-yet-attained ideal, then you never have to live it

today, now. You can keep it all as “pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by” speculation and never need to embody

your dreams here, take responsibility for reality now, today. When Jesus said, “God’s kingdom is

among you,” we thought he meant that in the exclusively future tense.

When I was growing up if you were to ask someone, “What is the goal of the Christian faith?”

the predominate response was, “The Christian faith is about believing in Jesus as my saviour so I will

get to go to heaven when I die.”

But many years ago the founder of our Methodist forebearers, John Wesley, scorned such a

limited description of the gospel. Wesley stressed that the Christian faith wasn’t about the future, it

was about serving Christ here, now.

Hanging on his cross, the “king of the Jews” has no one to preach to but a criminal. Jesus,

who was forever instructing his followers, now converses with a crook—in the disarmingly present

tense. Now Jesus, who got into much trouble with us righteous ones (as we have seen in the

readings of Sundays of the recent past) because he dared to eat and drink with sinners, this one now

talks and dies with sinners. As Jesus hung in agony up on the cross, there was no one beside him

but a thief. Well, not so much a “thief” as probably a “troublemaker,” a “rabble-rouser,” perhaps an

“insurrectionist,” maybe more accurately a “terrorist.”

And the criminal said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” The

wretched man was surely thinking of tomorrow. For there, today with Jesus on a cross, with a howling

mob in front of him, in horrible agony from the worst form of punishment ever devised by wicked
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humanity, mocked before the world, any “kingdom” promised by Jesus must be a distant future hope.

Jesus surprised him. “I assure you that today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 22:43

CEB). What was conceived only as future became present in this promise of Jesus. You might have

expected Jesus to say, “Someday, after I’m gone, when God finally gets things together and sets

things right, when this horrible miscarriage of justice has been rectified, then you will be with me in

my promised kingdom. Just wait until tomorrow.”

But no, Jesus said that “today you will be with me in paradise.” What a promise to speak to a

person in such a horrible hell. Today, paradise.

Isn’t it odd of Jesus to link a grand notion like “paradise” with the horror that is his cross?

Here’s a definition of paradise: Paradise is whenever, wherever you’re with Jesus. Now to be sure,

we Christians expect that our relationship with Christ will be deeper, richer, and more full once we’ve

passed beyond the frustrations and limitations of this present mortal life. But that doesn’t mean that

the relationship doesn’t begin here, now. Our practice of the Christian faith is our preparation for

paradise isn’t it? No, to tell the truth, on the basis of  this story of Jesus and the thief on the cross, the

Christian faith is our participation right now, today, in paradise. The eternal, complete relationship

begins here, even if not in its fullness, now.

The dying thief didn’t begin to be with Jesus in paradise once he’d drawn his last breath. That

criminal began paradise when he recognized that the one who hung next to him in agony on the

cross was none other than the master of his life, the sovereign of the reign of God. This one hanging

on a cross really is the king, not only king of the Jews, but Sovereign of all, even thieves. 

Or maybe the thief didn’t yet know any of that about Jesus—his lordship, sovereignty, and

messianic power. All he said was, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” And it

was enough.
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Only God has eternal life. Nothing in this physical shell that is us or in the world is eternal.

Take a lesson from the dry stalks and dead leaves along the roadside on your way to church this

November morning. Among us, all that lives, dies. End of story. Therefore, if we are to have life more

than this life, this world, we must somehow hitch on to God’s life. To participate in God’s life is to

have eternal life, to be welcomed into God’s existence, to be subsumed into God’s story. And only

God can do that. And whenever God does that, that is eternal life. Here. Now.

What’s the relevance of the reign of God for you here, now? (Here comes the politics!) This

brief dialogue between the king and the criminal on the cross holds out the promise that, even in the

worst situations in this life, it’s possible to be with Jesus, here, now. What situation in our lives could

be worse than hanging on a cross? Our God is not the sort of God who sits on high, aloof from the

struggle and pain of this life. Our God (as we have learned repeatedly in our lessons from Luke this

fall) doesn’t just hang out with good, righteous ones. Our God gets mixed up in the mess of this life

here on earth, even to the point of going with (us) criminals to the cross. If we want to be with God, in

paradise or anywhere else, then we can expect to be with God at the cross.

With this God, it gets very, very dark, and then we open our eyes and see that God is there

beside us. With this God, things go from bad to worse, from worse to awful, and then there next to us

is God hanging out with us, hanging in there with us, on a cross. Politics is about power, and here, on

the cross, Jesus is rearranging our ideas about power, about who’s in charge and who guides the

future.” It’s a new way of seeing the world.

“I stood with her on the cracking concrete steps of the little church. I looked on a forlorn

concrete block building with peeling paint and rotting siding. One could not say this church had “seen

better days,” for one doubted if it had ever had such days, even when its badly whitewashed walls

were not peeling.
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Thus my breath was almost taken when she said to me, “I love this church. It’s simple,

straightforward beauty. It is what it is.”

“Er, what would you say that it is?” I asked in amazement at the gap between her perception

and mine.

“Why, it’s a little bit of heaven to those of us who, at various times, have met God here. We’ve

come here year after year, when somebody we loved died, when somebody got born, when we didn’t

know which way or other to turn, and here God met us. There’s people all over this part of the county

that have been put closer to heaven, nearer to our Lord, by what they saw and felt at this little

church.”

It’s rather remarkable, don’t you think, the difference in my impression of this bedraggled,

peeling, run down and decrepit concrete block building and her “little bit of heaven”? What’s at the

root of the difference between her perception and mine? The main thing was I had never met the

living God here and she had, and that makes all the difference between a building and the body of

Christ, between a concrete block aesthetic disappointment and the very gate of heaven.

In case you’re ever in that part of Alabama, you may want to look up that church and see it for

yourself. If you do, just ask at the bend in the road for the way to Paradise Valley.” - Will Willimon

When Jesus said “I assure you that today you will be with me in paradise” it isn’t some

promise for a possibility in the distant future; it’s a promise of what Christ can be for us here and now.

We shouldn’t therefore speak of the “afterlife” but of “eternal life,” that life that’s life with the living

God, here, now. Even in the last moments of his life, that moment when the thief saw Jesus for who

he was, he experienced paradise. 

So can you and I. Pay attention to those dark moments when you are forced by your

discipleship to hang on some cross, when you are going through times of humiliation and pain
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because you are hanging out with Jesus. There, then, Jesus says to you as he said to the thief, “I

assure you that today you will be with me in paradise.” Paradise not one day, not some day. Paradise

now. 

Did he not say, “For where two are three are gathered in my name, I am there with them” (Matt

18:20 CEB)? We thought that Jesus meant that about gathering for prayer or worship. If just two or

three of us gather at church on Sunday, he’ll be there. Never knew that he meant it about dying

thieves gathered on Calvary. Now we see his point: Where two or three good for nothing criminals

are hanging out, like hanging on a cross, I am there. 

This, says the theologian Karl Barth, was the very first church. Church, like paradise, is

wherever Jesus is with two or three of us. And look where he is now: on a cross. And look who is with

him: criminals. Here, with two or three gathered with Jesus, is as much church as church ever gets.

We just couldn’t get the point when we railed against him for his temerity in eating and drinking

with sinners. “I’ve come to seek and save the lost,” he replied. It never occurred to us that the worst

of the sinners are those of us who do not know our sin and the worst of the lost are those of us who

don’t know how lost we really are. Now the one who ate and drank with sinners dies with

sinners—some whose sin is in their crimes against humanity and some, like us in church, whose sin

is in their crimes against a God who loves sinners. The Word made flesh is born among us, heals

and teaches, preaches and works miracles, is betrayed, suffers, and dies—and walks into the halls of

the kin-dom with one miserable, repentant thief as his only prize for all his work. And this, the king of

the Jews calls “paradise.” Thanks be to God! Amen.
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