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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen. 

I imagine that some of you have seen pictures of the incredible Palace of Versailles, on the outskirts of Paris, France.  It was built over three different building periods for the Sun King—sun spelled with a u.  The king of France we know better as Louis the 14th became king at just five years old.  Not quite an infant king, but also not yet able to rule himself, there was another who functioned in his stead.  His mother was the Chief Regent, but most of the decisions were made by a Cardinal entrusted with a lot of power.  Cardinal Mazarin was essentially the leader until Louis grew up and into his role.  There is a lot one can read about the young king, whose reign lasted over 72 years.  My mom and I toured the Palace of Versailles in 1991, when I began my fellowship year of travel and writing.  The place is incredible.  I have never seen such opulence before or since.  Gold and jewels and SIZE are astounding.  
Although I have studied some French history, what lasts in my memory about Louis the 14th is only that.  The man loved lavishness.  I know there is a lot more that he is known for, but that is what remains most significantly from among scads of notes and papers.  He was rich, and he liked his stuff, and he encouraged the members of his court to like stuff.

Maybe this is the kind of image you also have of kings.  I wonder what our children would describe if we were to ask them what they think of when they think of a king.  I doubt it would involve a list of some startling oxymorons.  You probably know some oxymorons, even if you weren’t sure what that word meant.  Jumbo shrimp shows the complete opposites used to make a point.  How about an “original copy,” or “deafening silence,” or a “small crowd?”  The one humorous one I hear thrown around a lot is “naval intelligence.”  

Now, let’s work with some more difficult ideas:  A shepherd king.  Meekly mighty.  Humbly great.  The problem with Jesus, you see, is that he wasn’t the kind of king that some were waiting for.  He may not even be the kind of king that we are comfortable with.  Still, The Lord, our Righteous King rules wisely, and does what is just and right in the land.  That’s the kind of King God’s people were led to expect, and I am sure that each person might have had an individual image of that ruler.  Our passage from Luke today refreshes the idea of what the people have been expecting, reminding them that Jesus is the ruler to whom the early prophets referred.  These lines are what we call Zachariah’s song.  He speaks them to his infant son, John—whom we call the Baptist—as he proclaims the role John will play in preparing the way for a new king; for a savior.

A savior.  I am sure that the majority—the vast majority of the people who were waiting for a new king had images more akin to Louis the 14th than they did to the Messiah who arrived in the form of the infant Jesus.  I am sure that the vast majority of the people believed that their being saved had everything to do with the imperial domination of Rome and its military, and less to do with their bondage to sin or their distance from God.  And along comes Jesus.

13 For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”

The Son King—spelled with an o.  God’s son came to earth to rule.  Not with an iron fist, or a steely grip, but with a softness of forgiveness and mercy.  God’s son, our Lord and Savior, Jesus, is our King.  There is no weight about it in the way that we look at monuments and buildings built during the reign of – fill in the blanks.  Sure, there is something startlingly beautiful about some of the human-made structures that have endured for a long time, but let’s talk about the Eternal Word for a moment.  

I have said before that I often rest in Shakespeare’s sonnets, and am sure I must have shared at some time at least in part, one of my favorite sonnets by Shakespeare. Numbered 55, it is a love poem.  The idea it conveys is one that we can hold onto when we think of Jesus, the Word of God made Flesh, and our eternal King.  Shakespeare writes a love poem, in which he recognizes that “Not marble, nor the gilded monuments/ Of princes, shall outlive this powerful rhyme.”  Or, as another of my favorite poets, the Apostle Paul writes, “8 Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away.”  

Our King, the Prince of Peace, Jesus embodies a reign of peace and light . . . and love.  Our King, Jesus, leads us in a rule of love and light; the light of God’s only Son, who lived among us full of grace and truth.  Jesus was not full of arrogance and power defined by the strength of nuclear armaments and missile defense systems, but by the power of God’s word and love, shining into the darkness of sin.  Remember?  Imagine the proud father, Zachariah, finally having regained his ability to speak, and his words show us for what we can prepare:
76 And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High;
    for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him,
77 to give his people the knowledge of salvation
    through the forgiveness of their sins,
78 because of the tender mercy of our God,
    by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven
79 to shine on those living in darkness
    and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the path of peace.”

The Most High, God’s son, our Lord, our Savior, our King Jesus Christ will save us through the forgiveness of our sins.  And remember how Jesus accomplished this for us?  It was not by building around himself marble monuments or by clothing himself in the garb of earthly royalty.  It was by humbling himself, even to the point of being crucified as an enemy and a criminal.  Jesus shines God’s light on us and raises us up to glory with him, not by pulling us into his court of earthly glory, but by asking that we believe in him, and that we love our neighbors as ourselves.  What a glorious kin-dom to prepare for!  What a beautiful scene to imagine!  We make ourselves ready to live in a Godly Kin-dom of grace and mercy and love.  May it be so in us.  Amen.

