
 
 

  

 
 
Sermon for Sunday, November 24, 2019 

 
DO YOU HAVE ANY EXPERIENCE WITH THIS? 

Lk. 1:68-79 / Lk. 23:33-43 
 
Today is Christ the King Sunday, the exit Sunday of the of the “old” liturgical year and a bridge 
into the “new” liturgical year which begins on the first Sunday in Advent. This year that’s Dec. 
1. I think I mentioned before that Christ the King is a very recent addition to the liturgical 
calendar. It was instituted by Pope Pius XI in 1925 as a sign against the rising tide of fascism in 
Europe, when the world was ruled by strongmen and about to be plunged into the horrors of 
World War II.  
 
Pope Pius wanted to remind the faithful who the world’s true ruler was, not only of one’s 
respective country, nor of the world, but of the universe. In the Orthodox tradition, we can find 
this depicted on icons with the famous theme of Christos Pantokrator, Christ who reigns over all 
things in heaven and on earth. In scientific terms, this means that Christ reigns over more than 
one hundred billion galaxies with one billion trillion stars, and that’s only one known universe. 
In other words, to say that Christ’s reign, or Christ’s kingdom, as we traditionally call it, is big is 
a gross understatement. I cannot even begin to wrap my mind around that. 
 
Luckily, our two texts from Luke’s Gospel provide us with a more intimate window into who 
this Christ might be for us. A few lines of text surely are much more manageable and 
comprehensible than the incredible expanse of the universe. The song of Zechariah reminds 
God’s people of the ancient prophecy that those who sit in darkness and death, those who had 
been dragged into exile, would one day return home and be safe and secure. “Blessed be the 
Lord God of Israel. He has raised up a mighty savior for us that we would be saved from our 
enemies and the hands of all who hate us so we might serve him without fear all our days. By 
God’s tender mercy, we will once again see the light of day and God will guide us into the way 
of peace.” 
 
But that’s not exactly how the prophecy turned out according to the biblical text. Fast forward to 
chapter 23 in Luke’s Gospel, we are plunged into the ghastly scene of Christ’s crucifixion. The 
Roman occupation has not abated but is as brutal as ever. As it turns out, Jesus was not rescued 
from Israel’s enemies. Instead, he was delivered into the hands of those who hated him. “Save 
yourself, if you are the Messiah,” they yell at him. “He saved others, but he cannot even get 
himself out of this jam,” others scoff.  The sign “King of the Jews,” affixed to the cross upon 
which his tortured body is stretched, is not an acknowledgment of his identity but rather a 
symbol of the ultimate derision. And now, the ruler of the universe, the king over one hundred 



 
 

billion trillion galaxies and stars is about to breathe his last, just like every other ordinary human 
being. 
 
In all the triumphalism of this Christ the King Sunday, it is easy to forget that for Jesus’s 
contemporaries, the ancient prophecy ended in utter failure. And is this not the case for us today 
as well? After more than two thousand years of Christian history, it doesn’t look like Christ is in 
charge of much of anything. “Strongpeople” the world over are still trying to plunge everything 
into chaos. People in many countries live under occupation. Many are oppressed in their own 
countries by their own governments. Christians are the most persecuted faith group on the planet. 
Anti-Semitism is rearing its ugly head yet again. Many Jews and Christians and Muslims I know 
are very afraid. And many of us have experienced or are experiencing our own crucifixions in 
our own lives as we grieve the loss of loved ones, struggle with our health, with family problems, 
school or work problems. We are still waiting, after all this time, for someone to save us and 
finally guide our feet into the way of peace. 
 
I thought it was really strange that the crucifixion story in Luke’s Gospel was selected as 
lectionary text for this Sunday. It’s such a downer on a feast day like today. What saved this 
uncomfortable tension for me, however, was one line of text which of all people was spoken by 
one of two thieves who were crucified alongside Jesus. “Jesus, remember me, when you come 
into your kingdom.” The thief did not appeal to Jesus to get him out of his predicament. He did 
not want Jesus to “save” him in that sense. The thief appealed to Jesus to remain in relationship 
with him. He was convinced that this Jesus, who is the ruler of one hundred billion trillion stars 
and galaxies is also the one who cares … for him. And he was convinced of that because they 
both shared the same experience hanging on their respective crosses. 
 
The thief’s plea reminded me of a scene in one of my favorite movies, Good Will Hunting. You 
may have seen it but if you haven’t, I have to warn you that the language in the movie is rather 
“earthy.” Will Hunting (Matt Damon) is an extraordinarily gifted mathematician who keeps 
sabotaging himself by constantly getting into fights. This eventually lands him in prison. But a 
math professor convinces the judge to let Will go under his supervision and under the condition 
that he sees a therapist, Shawn (Robin Williams). During their therapy sessions, we learn that 
Will’s pension for violence stems from horrible physical abuse he suffered as a child at the hands 
of his father. In the key scene of the movie, Will asks Shawn, “Do you have any experience with 
this?” The therapist rattles off his credentials and how many cases of abuse he has seen. Will 
repeats his question: “Do YOU have any experience with this?” And then it clicks for Shawn. He 
tells Will that his father, too, abused him, and yes, he did have experience with this. This 
revelation and recognition of shared experience turns out to be their salvation. It becomes the 
path of healing and peace for both of them. 
 
The question of salvation for us, then, is not focused primarily on “Jesus, can you get me out this 
predicament? Can you help me get better? Can you help me find another job? Mend my 
marriage? Stop the abuse and the oppression?” To be clear, there is nothing wrong with such 



 
 

petitions or such prayers. They are very important, legitimate needs to be addressed. The deeper 
question, however, is the question of relationship. “Jesus, do you have any experience with this? 
Do you have any experience with my suffering and anguish?” And he responds, “Yes, I have 
experience with this.” “Do you have experience with my wavering faith, with not being sure of 
anything?” “Yes,” Jesus says, “I have experience with this.” “With abandonment?” “Yes, I do.” 
“With my inadequacies and my failures?” “With that, too.” “Do you have experience with joy 
and with celebrating with loved ones?” “I sure do. And I have experience with being baptized, 
just like you were baptized and like little James who was baptized just a few moments ago. I 
have experience with it all.” 
 
“Do you have any experience with this?” however, is not only a question between me and Jesus, 
or between you and Jesus. It is also a question between the church and Jesus. As people come to 
Ladue Chapel, or any other church for that matter, as they walk through our doors, whether they 
are visitors or long time members, they come with this question. They want to know if we are 
“for real,” if we are “authentic.” And what are we going to say to them? Are we going to answer 
them with doctrines? Rattle off rules and regulations and bylaws on how to “do and to be 
church?” Or might we make ourselves vulnerable enough, listen with open minds and hearts to 
their concerns, their joys and their sorrows, and honestly say, “Yes, we DO have experience with 
this.” 
 
I’d like to think that if Christ the King, the Ruler of the universe who commands the course of 
one hundred billion trillion galaxies and stars can humble himself and care deeply for each and 
every one of us, so can we. 
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