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Christ the Same 

Pastor Dana Farewell Sermon  
16 November, 2014 Christ the King Sunday (transferred)        Ephesians 1:15-2:10; Matthew 25:31-46 

Thirty years ago, as part of my internship, I worked at a social service agency four blocks from the Capitol in Washington DC, where 
Barry and I will be returning in a few months. The agency helped the poor and homeless. One cold February day I was talking with a 
homeless man in my office. He asked if he could use the phone. He proceeded to call the White House, and he asked to speak with 
President Reagan. When they asked who was calling, he told them he was the King of Ethiopia. Well that conversation didn’t last 
long.  

One doesn’t become King – or Queen – simply by self-proclamation. A king needs a kingdom. A ruler needs a realm. Today, as we 
approach the climax of the church year, we acknowledge Christ as king. Not just King, but King of kings and Lord of lords.  As King 
of kings, our lessons point to him as the final judge on the final day of history. Our lessons invite us to explore the nature of his reign, 
and the nature of the kingdom into which he invites us.  

I have to confess our gospel reading for this day is very challenging for Lutherans -- especially when it’s paired with our second 
reading for today from Ephesians. I’m so grateful for that second reading, especially the beginning of it, which is exactly what I want 
to say to you today as we continue to say good-bye: “I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, 
and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember you in my prayers.” And then this reading goes on to remind us 
that it is by grace we have been saved through faith, and this is not our own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so 
that no one may boast.  That’s sort of the badge of being Christian in a Lutheran key. 

But our Gospel for this Christ the King Sunday seems to paint a very different picture. In fact, our second reading and our Gospel 
seem to contradict each other.  Today we get the impression from Matthew that it’s not Christ the King who saves us -- it’s how much 
we do for the poor and oppressed, for the likes of my friend who claimed to be the King of Ethiopia, What happens to us after any 
final judgment at the end of time here seems determined by whether or not we feed the hungry, clothe the naked or welcome the 
stranger. In today’s Gospel the Kingdom to which Christ the King invites the blessed seems to be first about separation – not the kind 
of separation we’re going to be experiencing soon because of my departure. But Christ the King is like the shepherd-judge who 
separates the sheep from the goats, the saved from the damned. Ouch! 

I have to tell you that today, I don’t feel like I need someone to save me from the eternal fire as much as I need someone to save me 
from preaching this sermon. It’s bad enough that this is my last sermon as your pastor. (Pastor Ben is preaching next week on my last 
Sunday.) This is really really hard for me. But this text makes it especially hard. Unless – unless we dig much much deeper and we 
discover that what this Gospel reading seems to be about is not what this Gospel reading is about. So hang on and indulge me. Please. 
Just one last time. We’re diving deep. 

One of the key principles that Lutherans follow when we study the Bible is “Scripture interprets scripture.” If we go there, we discover 
at least four other passages in Mark and Luke that are similar to this one from Matthew. Jesus says to his disciples in Mark chapter 9, 
“whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose their reward.” Stay with me 
now. Jesus is talking to his disciples here. And in today’s Gospel he is talking about his disciples too. “The least of these who are 
members of my family” -- in this context -- are Jesus’ disciples! This is a farewell pep talk -- a commissioning -- which makes this a 
rather appropriate text for us today – for me and for you. This is the last conversation Jesus has with his disciples before his journey to 
the cross. Now even though I’m heading to Washington DC, I hope it’s not a journey to the cross – but one never knows.  

Are you with me? Hang on some more. We’re going to dive a little bit deeper still. When Jesus encourages his disciples today, he 
utilizes something from Judaism called the shaliac principle. Under this principle, an emissary, or agent, is appointed to carry out a 
mission as best he can. If the agent or emissary is accepted, that means the sender is accepted. If the agent or emissary is rejected, that 
means the sender is rejected. The disciples are Jesus’ emissaries. The hunger and thirst and nakedness refer to the weakness and 
poverty of the disciples. The relief given them refers to the acceptance of them and of their message. 

Jesus is validating his disciples here. He is encouraging them and empowering them for their mission in the world when he is no 
longer physically present with them. “You can do this,” he says. “And don’t feel so bad. If they reject you, then they reject me, too.” 
Rejecting Jesus and the kingdom we inherit, into which he invites us, is rejecting a gift. Judgment is the consequence we experience 
for the choice we make. When we reject the opportunity to inherit the kingdom of God, to seek first the kingdom of God, we suffer. I 
heard one wise woman put it this way: “I could have peace instead of this!” 

So today as we observe Christ the King Sunday and continue to say good-bye to each other, we claim Jesus’ reign, Jesus’ kingdom, 
and Jesus’ promises. Jesus was very intentional about this kingdom.  He didn’t become king by self-proclamation. He called into 
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being a group of twelve divergent, dysfunctional, and very ordinary disciples -- the likes of us. The “B” team!  He accepted them as 
they were. He taught them, he healed them, and he fed them. Then he commissioned these followers to bring hope and healing to 
others. Before he left them, he promised that he would not abandon them. He would be so present with them that whoever rejected 
them rejected Jesus also. And whoever embraced them embraced Jesus as well.  

Jesus’ kingdom comes through Jesus’ presence and power in ordinary people the likes of you and me – people stumbling and blind, 
striving, trusting and hoping to follow God’s leading, to be credible emissaries. Our reading from Ephesians is here to remind you that 
the very same power – the power that raised Jesus from the dead -- is bestowed on you and in you as Christ’s disciples. It is yours. 
You are claimed by that power in baptism, met in your suffering at his cross, called through your passions, gifts and skills, and sent – 
commissioned – to be Jesus’ emissaries – God’s people doing God’s work. You are empowered, encouraged and validated to be Jesus’ 
hands, his feet, his eyes, his body in the world. At his table you are fed and nourished by the healing power of his presence. You leave 
here, week in and week out, with that God-given power in you. That is not going to change!  

And so you feed the hungry, you welcome the stranger, you clothe the naked, you care for the sick, you visit the prisoner, because this 
power is at work in you. You have opened yourselves to be led by that power and presence in all you do. You, Holy Cross, are a 
community of faith where people are inspired and equipped for a journey of living lives centered in Christ. That is the reign of Christ.  

The other day I lit a candle in the early morning quiet and stared at it for a bit. The wick burned down and then there was a strange 
flicker. The flame just about went out, but then all of a sudden it got brighter and stronger and stabilized. What happened was the wick 
had burned down to the wax. The flame became brighter, stronger, and stabilized because the wax started to fuel the flame, rather than 
the wick simply bearing the light on its own. It’s a bit of an echo from last week’s Gospel, with the bridesmaids and the oil in their 
lamps, and the choir’s anthem call to keep your lamps trimmed and burning.  

That will be the key to getting through this parting – for me and for you. Christ the King does not ask us to be wicks without the wax. 
When the wick is too long, and too far removed from its source, the light we are called to bear that creates the kingdom of God 
flickers and inevitably burns out. For me, that happens when I depend too much on me and forget to FROG it – forget to fully rely on 
God, or forget to let go and let God. For you, collectively, that may happen when you err on the side of self-congratulation – when you 
boast about what a wonderful church this is – and forget to fully rely on and acknowledge the source of that wonder and grace, which 
is not me, not Pastor Ben, not Cantor Michael. It’s not even you. It is the Triune God we call Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Your light 
will flicker, inevitably, during the transition that is about to come upon you. And your light will become brighter, stronger, and 
stabilize when it is fueled by the power and strength of God in Christ.  

That is a power that is all-encompassing, all-embracing, and all in all. It is a strength and power that enables you to realize what is the 
breadth and length and height and depth and to know the love of Christ,that means the fullness of God. It is a power at work within 
you, able to accomplish abundantly far more than all you can ask or imagine. And it is the same power that has not changed, from the 
beginning of time. It is the same power that has carried you to this point. It is the same power that is present here with you now. It is 
the same power that will carry you into God’s future, wherever that takes you.  And so my dear brothers and sisters, I have heard of 
your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the saints, and for this reason I do not cease to give thanks for you as I remember 
you in my prayers. What you are is what God has made you. And God is not leaving! The crucified and risen Christ is the center of 
this community. He is the source of and the fuel for the light you bear. And so I can only [echo Dag Hammarskjold and] say, “For all 
that has been, thank you. For all that will be, YES!” Amen. 

Pastor Dana Runestad 
Hymn of the Day: O Christ the Same (ELW #760) 

 
O Christ the same, through all our story’s pages, our loves and hopes, our failures and our fears; 

Eternal Lord, the king of all the ages, unchanging still amid the passing years; 
O living Word, the source of all creation, who spread the skies, and set the stars ablaze, 

O Christ the same, who wrought our whole salvation, we bring our thanks for all our yesterdays. 
 

O Christ the same, the friend of sinners, sharing our inmost thoughts, the secrets none can hide, 
Still as of old upon your body bearing the marks of love, in triumph glorified: 

O Son of Man, who stooped for us from heaven, O Prince of life, in all your saving pow’r, 
O Christ the same, to whom our hearts are given, we bring our thanks for this the present hour. 

 
O Christ the same, secure within whose keeping our lives and loves, our days and years remain; 
Our work and rest, our waking and our sleeping, our calm and storm, our pleasure and our pain: 

O Lord of love, for all our joys and sorrows, for all our hopes, when earth shall fade and flee, 
O Christ the same, beyond our brief tomorrows, we bring our thanks for all that is to be. 


