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Psalm 132:1-5, 8-18 and John 18:33-37 
 

 

 Each year, Black Friday reminds us that commerce is transactional. We’ll get 

to services in a moment. But first, let’s take products as an example. A consumer 

agrees to pay a certain amount of money for one or more goods. When all of the 

items have been scanned at the checkout and the receipt has been printed, we say 

that a transaction has been recorded. Commerce is transactional. 

 

 Politics, too, are often transactional. Take the recent midterm elections and 

the shift of power in the U.S. House of Representatives from the Republican Party 

to the Democrats. Current House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi would like to 

become the Speaker once again. And she is asking those in her caucus what is needed 

in order for its members to support her. Meanwhile, the Republican President Donald 

Trump is saying, “If you don’t hit the magic number, then I will get you the votes 

you need in order to become Speaker.” But Pelosi has rejected his offer as she does 

not wish to be indebted to the other party while setting an agenda for the future. 

Politics are often transactional.  

 

 But if commerce and politics follow this pattern, then what are we to say about 

religion and its many institutions? Are we transactional, as well? Well, many would 



seem to think so, when they speak about Jesus serving as the perfect human sacrifice 

to appease the wrath of an angry God. But, I believe that there is a major problem 

with this suggestion.   

 

 Friends, consider this. Who among us has ever been so angry that the only 

way to calm us down and bring us back to a feeling of wholeness is by anticipating 

and then witnessing the death of a completely innocent person? If I asked for a show 

of hands, I imagine that not one would go up. In fact, such behavior is less in keeping 

with an expression of love and more closely associated with psychopathic 

tendencies. In other words, it’s hardly a positive character reference. So why do 

millions of Christians around the world make these claims when speaking about God 

and Jesus?  

 

 According to the substitutionary theory of atonement that emerged in 

Medieval Times, God was so angered by human sin that only a perfect human 

sacrifice was capable of taking that sin away on behalf of all humanity. But, in my 

mind, this so-called “solution” to the problem of human sin is entirely unjust, since 

the life of an innocent man is required. How, then, does this theory possibly square 

with the law of love that Jesus so clearly typified?  

 



 In response, I would argue that the cross was never intended to appease God’s 

wrath but was, instead, the natural consequence of Jesus’ template for non-

transactional living. When Jesus called into question the economic, political, and 

religious structures of his day, a burgeoning social movement resulted. The elites 

and the power brokers felt so threatened that they took steps to silence him, if I am 

to borrow a phrase from the Jamal Khashoggi murder.  

 

 Khashoggi, as you may recall, was a Washington Post contributor summoned 

to the Saudi Arabian consulate in Istanbul, Turkey on October 2 of this year. There 

is no record of him ever leaving the facility, and the American CIA now claims that 

Khashoggi was killed and dismembered there by Saudi Arabian officials on the 

orders of Prince Mohammed bin Salman.  

 

 Throughout the ages, those in power have been known to fiercely and often 

violently defend their positions of privilege. In speaking out against the Roman 

government and its Jewish allies, Jesus was building a popular resistance movement 

that he called the Kingdom of God, saying that the first shall be last and the last shall 

be first. It was a radical reversal of fortunes that no one in authority would have 

welcomed. And, as a result, Jesus too was silenced.  

 



 Jesus’ life, his ministry, his teachings, his death, each revealed something 

about the character and nature of God. And in a world in which the powerful often 

go to great links to defend all that they possess, Jesus freely gave it all away. Today, 

I invite to take the next two minutes to consider some of the most self-sacrificial 

people that you know. 

 

(two minute pause for reflection) 

 

 I imagine that many of you have been thinking about your parents or 

grandparents, your spouses or your friends. Others may have trained their thoughts 

toward first responders, or soldiers, or people of faith. We admire and respect such 

sacrifice in others because it seems to rise above the transactional nature of life. 

 

 Surely, the cynic can say that first responders and soldiers are paid for their 

services and that there is nothing more transactional than that. But, if this is true, 

then what are we to make of those who serve in dangerous professions and, while 

off duty, continue to put their lives on the line at critical moments when there is no 

expectation of financial reward? Those who act boldly and courageously on such 

occasions are not thinking about the good press that they might receive the next day. 



They are not worried about being viewed as cowards and having their status 

decrease. No. They are simply trying to do what is right.  

 

 Or take the example of good parents. The cynical among us might claim that 

what appears to be good parenting is really just a transaction. The parent cares for 

the child now with the hope that the child will care for the parent later in life. But, 

children are incredibly perceptive. And whether one’s child is a youth or an adult, 

she will easily discern if we are in it for ourselves, simply going through the motions 

and biding our time until something might be in it for us. 

 

 I mention all of this on the Sunday following Thanksgiving because I want to 

remind you that there is a difference between indebtedness and gratitude. Being 

indebted to God, or anyone else, implies a burden or weight that one must first work 

to pay back. One who is in debt is not likely to be thankful for it. And those to whom 

the debt is owed retain the power in the transactional nature of life.  

 

 Good parents don’t keep track of every gift they give to their children. And 

they don’t keep a record of every offense that the child has committed. Instead, good 

parents forgive, and they move on. And so it is with God.  

 



 Today is Christ the King Sunday, and I’ve entitled this sermon “Descending 

the Throne.” My point is that Jesus reigns not by grasping for power but by giving 

it all away. In Christ, God refuses to treat salvation as yet another transaction to be 

negotiated and, instead, models self-giving love for all of humanity. We can all be 

thankful for that. May it be so. Amen.           


