Sermon, Year C, Reign of Christ

Luke 23: 33-43

The story is told about the desert father Abba Poemen who was mediating in his Mountain cave.  
When he opened his eyes he discovered an unexpected visitor sitting before him -the abbot of a well known monastery.  "What is it you seek", asked Abba Poemen?

The abbot recounted a tale of woe.  At one time his monastery had been famous throughout the western world.  Its cells were filled with young aspirants and its church had resounded to the chant of its monks.  But hard times had come on the monastery.  People no longer flocked there to nourish their spirits, the aspirants had dried up, and the church was almost silent.  There were only a handful of monks left and these went about their duties with heavy hearts.

 Now this is what the abbot wanted to know – "Is it because of some sin of ours that the monastery has been reduced to this state?" "Yes", replied Abba Poemen, "a sin of ignorance." "And what might that sin be?" asked the abbot.
 "One of your number is the Messiah in disguise and your are ignorant of this", replied Abba Poemen - and having said so he closed his eyes and returned to his meditation.

Throughout the long journey back to his monastery the abbot's heart beat fast as he thought that the Messiah - the Messiah himself – had returned to earth and was right there in his monastery.  How was it that he had failed to recognize him?  And who could it be?  Brother Cook?  Brother Sacristan?  Brother Treasurer?  Brother Prior?  No, not he; he had too many defects, alas.  But then, Abba Poemen had said he was in disguise.  Could those defects be part of his disguise?  Come to think of it, everyone in the monastery had defects.  And one of them had to be Messiah.

Back in the monastery the abbot assembled all the monks and told them what he had discovered.  They looked at one another in disbelief.  The Messiah?  Here?  Incredible.  But he was supposed to be here in disguise.  So, maybe.  What if it were so and so?  Or the other one over there?  Or...

One thing was certain.  If the Messiah was there in disguise, it was not likely that they would recognize him.  So they took to treating everyone with special respect and consideration.  "You never know", they said to themselves when they dealt with one another, "maybe this is the one."

The result was that the atmosphere of the monastery became vibrant with joy.  Soon dozens of aspirants were seeking admission to the order. - and once again the church echoed with the holy and joyful chant of monks who were aglow with the spirit of love.

Well, I have good news! Jesus, our Messiah, our king, is here today somewhere in this church, somewhere in this community – right here, right now.
How about them apples? Our messiah – King of the Jews.

Back then, in today’s gospel account, it was meant as a cruel, sadistic joke: “this is the King of the Jews” – hung over the head of the dying Jesus.  There was no form of majesty about him that we would want to look at in him, nothing about his appearance that we would desire in him. 
What kind of king is this Messiah? 

He holds no scepter for recognition but a towel for service. Rather than demanding that people bow before him, our Messiah stoops before people in order to wash their feet, cool fevered brows, touch their sores, and ease their pains. Instead of commanding a well-armed militia to advance his message by might, Jesus commissions a straggly group of common people flush with his love to spread the gospel of peace, respecting people’s freedom. Our messiah prefers giving away everything that he has to the poor rather than collecting taxes. And oh yes, the only throne from which our messiah reigns is a cross.

 --- but he is here. Look around. 

Don’t you think that here at St. Paul’s Abba Poemen would admonish us of our sin too? Let me say it again: “Jesus, King and Messiah is one of our number in disguise and we are ignorant of this?

Oh my! Could it be …

Brother Verger?

Or perhaps Brother Chorister, or Brother Organist, of Sister Altar Guild?
Or sister

Or brother

No she’s too crotchety 

No he’s too old and limps

Or little … oh no, he/she’s far too little.

One thing is certain. The Messiah is here, and he/she is in disguise. Are we wise enough to follow the example of our Desert Fathers and treat everyone as though that one was our disguised King? What would happen if we did? If you and I treated everyone who walked in these doors as the Messiah in disguise, this place would be packed. Joy would be uncontained.
If we were to hold our wives or husbands, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters or children as our God incognito, love would abound. If you and I treated everyone we met on the street, or in the car behind, or in the grocery lineup as a masked messiah, peace would reign.

Does it not follow then, our King, servant and yet savior be honored and praised. We owe our obedience to this Messiah, not only in times of prayer – when we address him upon his throne, but in each minute of each day as we meet him as we go about our normal business.

None of us can really say to him - if only I had known, For we do know -- and we are called to keep looking, and see in everyone a glimpse of the Messiah. The Christ, the king, in you and in me.

Amen
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