
November 20, 2016, Thanksgiving Sunday/Christ the King Sunday 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus brings Good News to people where they are.   

Sometimes I am asked an interesting question: “If you weren’t called to be at the church you’re 

serving”—or to put it more crassly—“if you weren’t paid to be here, would you join this 

church?”  I’ll answer that question later, but on this Thanksgiving Sunday when we’re trying to 

answer some big picture questions about our church, let me ask you: “If you weren’t already a 

member here, would you want to join Resurrection Lutheran Church?” 

Take some time to think about that question.  What would be important to you?  The worship 

style?  The friendliness of the people?  The pastor?  The youth programs?  Social ministry?   

We all have our different reasons.  But for me the question really comes down to whether I feel 

the church has Good News for the thief in today’s Gospel lesson.   

And make no mistake: in this story, we meet a man who is in desperate need of some Good 

News. To the Romans, he is no more than a thief.  He has probably been arrested and sentenced 

for execution all in the span of the last 24 hours or so.  It certainly doesn’t appear that he’s ever 

heard of the Gospel of Jesus Christ before.  And in the next few hours, everything will come to 

an end.  He is without a supporter, without a friend, without a future.  There is no second chance 

for this thief.  There is only these last few agonizing hours of suffocating physical and emotional 

pain.  All he can even ask is that one man will remember him. 

That man is Jesus.  As God’s chosen king, we might expect him to be teaching in the Temple or 

meeting with the great and powerful in the palace.  But that’s not where we find him.     

Instead, we find Jesus in this terrible place, in the very worst, in the most shameful place 

imaginable: a place outside the walls of the city and outside of the walls of decency: Golgotha, a 

place called the Skull.  To be crucified.  For all the glory of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, 

for all the screaming crowds, for all those rapt in silence hanging on his every word the last 3 

years, this is the decisive moment of Jesus’s ministry on earth.  And this is the place he has 

chosen.  To be with this thief in his hour of need even in the last and worst moment of the man’s 

life.   

For this man, Jesus died.  To bring Good News to this man, he left everything behind: his 

possessions, his home, his Temple, his holy city, his kingship, and even his life.  Jesus, the king 

of the world, gave up everything he had to give this lowly thief hope.  He entered the pain and 

terror of death by crucifixion to stand side-by-side this thief in his moment of deepest need.  For 

this man, Jesus sacrificed everything.   

But not only for this man, brothers and sisters, but for all of us, too.  The Good News is that in 

that moment two thousand years ago on the cross, Jesus Christ sacrificed everything for you.  No 

matter what your story is: whether you’re the greatest of saints or the down-on-your-luck thief 

who can only say, “I’ve gotten what I deserve;” even if it feels like no one else loves you or 

notices that you are there, Jesus died for you.  In that moment on the place called the Skull, in 
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that moment on the cross, he has paid for you a king’s ransom: a ransom of the innocent life of 

the Son of God that has left us so many blessings. 

Blessings more than we can name.  Blessings that speak of a coming kingdom of peace to a 

world in violence and chaos.   Blessings of eternal life when our life is ending.  And blessings of 

forgiveness.  Forgiveness not even in the hope that you will do better next time, but simply 

because when we say, “Jesus remember me,” he does not forget us.  He knew you in that terrible 

hour on the cross, and he remembers you still in that glorious hour of his exaltation, calling you 

not, “Thief,” but instead he calls you by your own name, and bids you “Enter into the joy of your 

master.”     

Every week at this church, Jesus Christ comes to us where we are.  He is much nearer to us now 

than he was to the thief.  Jesus stood beside the thief.  But here in this place, we take his body 

and blood into ourselves, we feel his warm embrace when we share the peace with a brother or 

sister, we sing together the sweet sound of salvation, and week by week, we receive not what we 

deserve, but the promise of absolute, unconditional forgiveness guaranteed by his cross.  That 

happens because every week we come together.  Every week at this place called Resurrection 

Lutheran Church, we arrive: sometimes early for Bible study, sometimes right at the last minute, 

and sometimes we even trickle in during the first hymn, but Jesus always arrives right on time.  

And when he arrives, this community is transformed.  It is transformed into a place where 

everyone is valued, loved, and forgiven.  It is transformed into a place where no one is forgotten 

but where each person has a name and is a precious child of God.  It is transformed into the body 

of Christ: not just crucified, but resurrected and living.   

Resurrected and living for the sake of the world.  Right now, there are so many people outside 

this church.  Maybe some of them are mocking us like the crowd below Jesus.  Maybe some of 

them have never heard of us.  But maybe some of them are just looking for a bit of Good News.  

Maybe some of them are just praying that someone will take notice of them and treat them as a 

person, “Jesus, remember me.”   

And as the body of Christ, we take our place among them all.  We don’t just invite people inside 

our doors, but we go to people where they are: even to the places in the world we’d like to avoid, 

places with names like Golgotha or like Haiti or like the Gulf Coast or like the Salvation Army 

here in Madison.  We go because the body of Christ always enters into the places of need, the 

places of the cross, announcing, “I remember you, I love you, and I promise that just as I am 

with you on Golgotha, you will be with me in Paradise.”   

Brothers and sisters, our mission and our holy calling is to carry on that work.  The work that we 

feel when we are among this community every Sunday and many days throughout the rest of the 

week as well.   

We do that really well, don’t we?  You see, I have no problem answering the question whether 

I’d join if I weren’t already a part of this church.  Yes, absolutely, I would join this church 

because every day, I get to see us be the body of Christ.  I get to see us not just making a 

difference in the community but bringing the Good News of Jesus Christ to people by both our 

words and our actions.  I get to be a part of that body.  Day by day, you and I live out Christ’s 



mission for Jefferson County and for the world.  Day by day, I see us going to the forgotten 

people of the world and bringing them the Good News that the body of Christ remembers them 

and comes to them bearing promises of forgiveness and salvation.    

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that Christ’s mission comes with sacrifice.  The mission 

that went to Golgotha doesn’t happen easy.  Christ’s mission among us is going to take real 

sacrifices from us, too: sacrifices of our time, our energy, and, yes, our money.   

I am asking for your faith.  I’m not asking us to hope that God will provide.  In fact, I take that as 

a given: God already has provided us with so much.  Everything that we have, everything that we 

are is a pure gift from the one who loved us enough to pay the ultimate price on the cross.  No, I 

am asking for your faith: I am asking for a faithful response in making the tough sacrifices that 

financially sustain Christ’s mission among us for the work ahead so that we can go into those 

forgotten places and bring the same Good News to others that Jesus has for us every week.     

I don’t make that request lightly, and I don’t pretend this is easy for anyone.  As a newlywed 

couple with lots of student debt, it’s not easy for Nikki and me either.  But I don’t doubt for a 

minute that it’s worth it.  I don’t doubt for a minute that it’s worth it when I remember all the 

lives that we have touched here over just our 16 months together and over the last 51 years of 

mission done by the body of Christ known as Resurrection Lutheran Church.    

Because we know that when we head outside these walls, there will be people who are hungry.  

There will be people who have never heard the Good News.  There will be thieves in need of 

forgiveness.  In short, we will enter the places of the cross. 

But when we do, we find Jesus Christ is already there.  We will find that those forgotten places 

of the world and our lives are anything but forgotten to Jesus.  He doesn’t forget any of them, 

and he doesn’t forget any of us his messengers.  He gives us the grace that we need to carry on 

the mission today and the hope for tomorrow.   

We live in that hope.  We work in that hope.  And as Christ’s living body for the sake of the 

world, we share that hope to thieves and everyone else in desperate need of some Good News.  

The hope that after Good Friday comes Easter.  The hope that after the cross, comes the empty 

tomb.  And that after Golgotha comes Paradise.  Amen.   


