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The Great Stand-Off 

November 21, 2021 

 

Today is the last Sunday before Advent.  This Sunday is called “Christ the King Sunday” in the 

church.  It’s when we celebrate how Jesus’ kingdom is completely different than any worldly 

government on earth. 

 

Today, though, instead of starting off with Christ the King, I’d like to talk about a different 

king… one named Arthur. 

 

Growing up, I loved stories about King Arthur and the wizard Merlin.  I watched Disney’s 

Sword in the Stone numerous times; I read a YA series about Merlin’s childhood and coming of 

age and his meeting Arthur, and when I was a little bit older, I read T. H. White’s book The Once 

and Future King about Arthur himself. 

 

The legend goes that King Arthur’s childhood days are whimsical.  He has some fun and 

misadventures; with the help of Merlin, he is transformed temporarily into a fish, then a bird, 

then an ant.  He bumbles around as an inept squire.  But then, after Arthur pulls the famed sword 

Excalibur from the stone, he becomes king, and his whimsical days are over. 

 

Arthur then has to wrestle with how to rule a kingdom.  And he turns a bit more philosophical 

and begins to pay attention to the world around him.  He observes that the world – governments, 

rulers, armies – operate on what he calls ‘the rule of Might’: what we might phrase as “Might 

makes right.”  What matters in the world, Arthur finds, is force.  The sword, the threat of 

violence, is the ultimate source of power. 

 

But Arthur, as king, sets out to change that.  He tries to create a kingdom where the source of 

power isn’t force or might, but justice or “right.”  So he selects knights for his kingdom who are 

fair and honest and good (or so he believes).  Arthur sets up the famous Round Table, where all 

the knights and even Arthur himself are viewed as equals.  All of his decisions center on this idea 

that a society should be founded on justice and equality, rather than on force. 
T. H. White. The Once and Future King. New York: Ace Books. 1958. 

 

Two juxtaposing ideas: either society operates on a foundation of force (or threat of force); or 

society operates on a foundation of justice, where goodness and truth are the source of power. 

 

That is the contrast that we see in our Gospel lesson today, where Jesus faces off with Pontius 

Pilate.  Pilate is a Roman governor in charge of Jerusalem and surrounding area.  That means 

that he has the support of the Roman empire behind him, the most powerful empire the world has 

ever known.  Of course, Rome achieved its success through conquest and subjugation, backed by 

a massive army.  Rome, in this case represented by Pontius Pilate, is the epitome of a society 

built on force. 

 

Standing against this is Jesus, who says plainly, “My kingdom is not of this world.”  His 

followers won’t resort to fighting.  No one is trying to rescue Jesus.  My kingdom, Jesus implies, 

isn’t rooted in survival at all costs; it rooted in truth.  In justice.  In love so profound that it will 
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cost Jesus his life.  Jesus is the embodiment of a different kind of kingdom, a society built on 

love and truth and vulnerability. 

 

Two powers.  Two kingdoms or governments.  Force vs. truth.  Pilate vs. Jesus.  Self-

aggrandizing vs. self-giving.  It’s a powerful stand-off. 

 

We know which one is better.  We know, in our heart of hearts, who will come out on top.  We 

know which type of kingdom is truly life-giving.  We’re here at church because we know the 

power of Jesus and his life and his sacrificial death.  We are here to worship Jesus.  There is no 

church of Pontius Pilate.  We know, deep down, that truth beats force.  Love conquers violence. 

 

And least, that’s what we say on Sunday mornings.  In reality though, we live in a world where 

we’re kept safe by force.  Every country keeps an army; we spend hundreds of billions of dollars 

a year on defense; we place our faith and our safety in the threat of violence. 

 

I must admit, I have mixed feelings about that.  I mean, I know what the argument is for having 

armies: “We have to be prepared because bad people want to hurt us.”  I know that argument. 

 

But I do also think that we as a global community are working towards a time when everyone 

can lay down their weapons and cooperate.  A world where relationships are based on trust and 

truth and what is right, rather than on the threat of mutually-assured destruction if one party 

breaks their promises.  

 

That world that we’re working towards is God’s kingdom.  That’s what Jesus is talking about 

when he says, “My kingdom is not of this world.  For this I came into the world: to testify to the 

truth.”  There is power in truth. 

 

The truth is that loving is more life-giving than fighting.  The truth is that a cold war of threats is 

not actually peace.  The truth is that all people are made in the image of God, even the people we 

fight, who want to hurt us. 

 

There is power in truth. 

 

This past week, I spent a few days at a clergy retreat with the other priests and deacons from our 

diocese.  Our bishop, Kevin, was there, and he shared his insights at times.  One of the key points 

that he offered several times was, “Tell the truth.”  This was in regards to wellness.  Often when 

we are struggling, we’re tempted to hide our difficulties and soldier on, but as Bishop Kevin 

reminded us, there is healing in telling the truth.  In this season of Covid, especially, when we’re 

overwhelmed and exhausted and frustrated, it’s good to tell the truth and admit we need help. 

 

Also as part of the retreat, we had some training around addiction – how to recognize it and what 

are some resources if you or a loved one is struggling.  In this area too, the importance of telling 

the truth became clear.  There is no shame in sharing where we are and asking for help.  There is 

no shame in sharing your concern with a loved one who is heading down a dark path.  Tell the 

truth.  And, Jesus tells us, “the truth will set you free” [John 8:32]. 
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I offer that to you.  As we head into the holidays, we often feel like we have to put on a good 

face.  Or we have to behave a certain way around company.  Tell the truth, in love.  Be honest 

about where you are and what you need. 

 

What truth are you sitting with today?  What truth needs to be told?  And how can you tell it in 

love? 

 

When we tell the truth, we are making our society a bit more like the kingdom of Jesus.  We are 

trusting that God will show up in the truth.  We are placing our faith in what is real and good and 

honest, not in power structures, not in force, but in vulnerability. 

 

I’ll close with a Mary Oliver poem called “Of the Empire,” which speaks to where we put our 

faith.   

 

We will be known as a culture that feared death 

and adored power, that tried to vanquish insecurity 

for the few and cared little for the penury of the 

many. We will be known as a culture that taught 

and rewarded the amassing of things, that spoke 

little if at all about the quality of life for 

people (other people), for dogs, for rivers. All 

the world, in our eyes, they will say, was a 

commodity. And they will say that this structure 

was held together politically, which it was, and 

they will say also that our politics was no more 

than an apparatus to accommodate the feelings of 

the heart, and that the heart, in those days, 

was small, and hard, and full of meanness. 
Oliver, Mary. “Of the Empire.” From Devotions: The Selected Poems of Mary Oliver. New York: Penguin, 2017, 112. 

 

May we live with full, loving hearts. 

 

Amen. 
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