
“From Kingship to Kinship” 

November 24, 2019 

Scripture: Jeremiah 23:1-6; Luke 23:33-43 

 

 

 What do we want from our leaders? I realize that sounds political, and it is, but I don’t 

think we can hear today’s passages and recognize Christ the King Sunday without thinking about 

politics. The question that runs through this section of Jeremiah and the whole book really, is: 

what’s happened to the leadership of Israel? What have they done wrong? How have they failed 

to keep the people safe?  

 

 The role of leaders in Israel, especially kings, is up for debate all through Hebrew 

scriptures. It began with Israel’s first request for a king in I Samuel. Samuel is a prophet who is 

sort of a bridge figure between the time of the Judges of Israel, people who arose from among 

the population as needed, and the time of the kings of Israel who were chosen and ordained by 

God. When the people first began demanding a king, Samuel resists. He tells them a king would 

enslave them. If they had a king, everything they did—the work on the land, the buying and 

selling in the market—would all be for the king’s benefit.  

 

 But he does eventually give in which leads him to choose Saul, mostly because he was 

the tallest and strongest. But Saul turns out to be a disaster. He’s unstable emotionally. He’s 

jealous of his rivals. He’s more inclined to resort to coercion than use diplomacy to achieve his 

ends. And eventually God tells Samuel it’s time for Saul to go. God chooses David. David is 

everything Saul is not: he’s young, he’s subtle, he’s pious. He’s able to win the hearts and minds 

of the people which makes Saul a little crazy and leads to a civil war. But David prevails, takes 

over the kingship and unifies the country, north and south.  

 

 David’s reign becomes the highpoint of Israelite history. Every other king will be 

compared to him. And no other king will come close. The return of David or a king like David 

becomes the hope of Israel. Jeremiah feeds that hope with words like, “The days are surely 

coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as 

king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.” The belief was that 

only someone like David or from David’s line or David reincarnated can be a fit leader for Israel. 

But is that really what God has in mind? 

 

 Is God really interested in setting an individual up as ruler, establishing an eternal 

kingship that will solve all our problems? That’s an attractive hope. So many times we’ve settled 

on a person, some charismatic figure we think will take care of everything. It’s one of the themes 

that runs through scripture where heroes are lifted up only to be found lacking in some way and 

come crashing down again. We see it in our own country’s history. Over and over some leader is 

identified as the one who will restore order or balance the scales or make us great again. And 

time after time we learn how wrong we are.  

 

 Is it possible that an individual isn’t really what God has in mind? In addition to 

foretelling the rise of a great king, Jeremiah also identifies God as the one who will take over the 

care of Israel: “I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have 



driven them…and they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, nor shall any be missing.” How 

is that possible in a world so filled with dangers and disappointment and loss? No one person can 

possibly fulfill a hope like that. Instead the movement of scripture is away from the idea of 

kingship as the answer and toward kinship. God’s response to the world’s need isn’t to send a 

person but to establish a relationship. 

 

 For us, Jesus is the embodiment of kinship with God. Through him we enter into a new 

relationship with the divine where we no longer have to rely on the character of some 

charismatic figure to lead us. In Christ we become God’s presence in the world and through his 

example we learn what that presence is meant to look like. 

 

 This scene from Jesus’ crucifixion might seem like an odd choice for a gospel lesson on 

Christ the King Sunday. Why not something more triumphant? But it’s in this story that we learn 

the true nature of God’s rule in the world. We learn at the cross what happens when God 

becomes the shepherd and takes care of the sheep. At the cross all the assumptions we’ve learned 

about what leadership is are broken down. It’s not about strength, not as the world understands it; 

it’s not about power, not as the world experiences it; and it’s not about control, not as the world 

likes to exercise it.  

 

 At the cross, strength, power and control are revealed as willing sacrifice, relinquishing 

of the self.  It’s what the Apostle Paul calls “kenosis,” emptying of the self. Jesus is emptied of 

every claim to divinity and kingship. Instead he becomes one of us. He takes on our condition. In 

doing that Jesus personalizes our suffering. He refuses to give in to the powers that depersonalize 

our existence by reducing us to objects for manipulation or transaction. Crucifixion was the 

ultimate expression of depersonalization. As one commentator writes, “Crucifixion carried a 

message, and the message was radical: the crucified is not a person. Rome was declaring the 

nonpersonhood of Jesus and those crucified alongside him.” But Jesus refuses to give in to them. 

First, he forgives, then he absolves. He retains his power to be compassionate in the face of 

cruelty.  

 

 That’s the power of kinship. When we enter into relationship with those who suffer, when 

we take on their condition, when we are crucified alongside those who have been depersonalized, 

we restore them and God’s presence is revealed in the world. If God can be said to have a 

political agenda, that’s it. God’s agenda is to be expressed in the world through compassion, 

generosity and justice. But the world resists. The world prefers to keep God at arms’ length and 

out of its business. But God is a meddler, as every prophet knows, and just can’t resist if not 

interfering in our business, at least commenting on it, challenging it.  

 

 That’s another characteristic of kinship. Imagine sitting at Thanksgiving dinner with your 

mother who can see right through you, who knows how insecure you really are, and can give a 

little guidance if you only let her. God keeps reaching out to us, not demanding, but influencing, 

kneading us like a lump of dough until we’re thoroughly mixed and warmed and ready to rise. 

Jesus says that’s what the kingdom of God is like, after all.  

 

 Jeremiah assures his people that God, in spite of all the evidence, will not give up on 

them. Even at the cross, Jesus refuses to give up on compassion, refuses to give in to 



hopelessness. God sees more in us than we can see in ourselves. Entering into the kinship God 

offers means trusting in God’s view of us and recognizing the possibility we hold. We are 

capable of compassion and love and justice. And with God as our shepherd, Christ as our 

example, we can be led there. We can be led into the way of peace. 

 

Amen 


