Two older gentlemen were sitting on a park bench one Sunday, around noon, when, from across the park, they could hear a church bell ringing and could see congregants from a local church pouring out of the front doors, leaving morning worship.  One of the men turned to the other and said, “Look at all those people leaving church, and us just sitting here.  I bet you don’t even know the Lord’s Prayer!”  His friend replied, “I sure do.”  “Oh?” challenged the first, “I bet you $100 you don’t know it.”  “You’re on,” said the other, and began to recite, “Now I lay me down to sleep.  I pray the Lord my soul to keep – “  “Whoa!” interrupted the first man.  “I thought for sure you wouldn’t know it!”


Without question, whether Christian or not, whether religious or not, whether correctly able to recite the Lord’s Prayer or not, people recognize this week’s title as one of the most common for Jesus.  It’s fitting that we explore the title Lord for Jesus this morning, on this first post-Easter Sunday, because the title Lord, although used for Jesus some during his life and ministry, truly is a post-resurrection title.  The disciples and those who knew Jesus during his lifetime did use it on occasion, but the truth is, it’s Paul who is most responsible for the growth and importance of this title for Jesus.  In the new testament letters of Paul that are considered by scholars to be undisputed, that is, those that are considered to have been actually written by Paul and not one of his associates or a later student, the title Lord, or, in the Greek, kyrios, occurs 180 times.
  But this is not to say that Paul invented the term – he did not.  The term lord was a term already known and well-used in the culture of the time, available and ready for use by Paul and other early Christians.  While Paul may not have invented the term, however, his use of it for Jesus Christ surely gave it new meaning and expressed, without a doubt, the unique place, the special place, the exalted place, of Jesus in the lives of his followers and the world.  

In Roman-era Greek, the word kyrios was used generally in conversation, in polite address, to refer to someone of a higher social status.  A slave’s master, for example, would be the slave’s kyrios.  More generally, though, the term was used like the English “sir” would be used today – to express respect, to be polite and proper.  And we know, from references made by Paul and others to the “many so-called gods” and “many lords”
 of the Roman world, that kyrios was a familiar part of the religious vocabulary of the culture of the time.  And kyrios was used in yet another, more elevated way in the Roman Empire.  From the time of Caesar Augustus on, it began to be used as a title for the Roman emperor,
 who was seen as a divine being and whom the people were expected – were, in fact, required, by royal decree -- to worship as a god.

For Paul and other early Christians living after the Resurrection to proclaim aloud that Jesus Christ is Lord was truly a remarkable affirmation, a powerful affirmation, a treasonous affirmation, that was punishable by death.  If Jesus Christ is Lord, then the masters and the slave-owners are not.  If Jesus Christ is Lord, then the other deities known to the Romans are not.  And, most powerfully, if Jesus Christ is Lord, then the Roman emperor is not.  The Roman Empire is not the Empire of power and lordship; instead, it is the Kingdom of God that will reign supremely.
 

The title lord may already have been known and used before the Resurrection, but the move by Paul and other early Christians to apply this title to Jesus, to the Risen One, is an incredibly powerful, subversive move.  Jesus Christ as Lord means an end to the old bonds, the old power-dynamics, the old hierarchy with Rome and the Roman emperor on top.  Because the Risen One is the Lord of Lords – the one whose lordship will know no ending, whose kingdom knows no bounds, whose love will endure forevermore.  Jesus Christ is Lord – the empires of power and corruption and those who rule over them, are not.


 In our scripture this morning, we hear the disciple Thomas make the first confession aloud that the Risen Christ is both Lord and God – realizing and recognizing this unique place of Jesus in the world and in our lives…and it is this confession of faith, this proclamation of Jesus Christ as Lord, that has called Christians together for worship ever since.  The passage we heard from Philippians is actually believed to be just that, a piece from worship, a fragment of an early Christian hymn, a hymn that proclaims the name of Jesus above all others, so that every knee should bow and every tongue should confess, should proclaim, that Jesus Christ is Lord.  

And so Jesus Christ, the Risen One, is Lord.  We can say that without fearing persecution or execution.  Rome has long since toppled and Caesar Augustus is long-dead.  People in the Christian community do say it an awful lot.  But we are certainly not using it as a way of saying, “In your face, Rome!” or “Take that, Caesar!”  What are we saying, then, when we proclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord?  The hymn we just sang, “Crown Him With Many Crowns,” offers us a sort of lasting answer.  Together, we sang that Jesus be crowned Lord of Life, Peace, and Love.  And so let’s push on that.  When we open our hearts to Jesus as Lord of Life, we are saying that we are ready to follow Jesus in making things new, in bringing hope, in bringing growth, in those things that work to build up, rather than tear down, to follow Jesus in bringing life to the world around us.

Yesterday morning, members and friends of our congregation and those from First Parish, next door, gathered, at the urging and with the organization and support of members of our Social Concerns work group, gathered for breakfast and then headed out to take care of this creation with which God has entrusted us, picking up debris near Beverly’s Shoe Pond and at some area beaches.  This was more than a simple act of picking up trash.  The efforts of those who gathered represented an effort to help to care for and renew this creation, to care for, to bring life to the world around us.  When Jesus is Lord of Life, we must respond by following him to care for the world, to bring life, to bring wholeness to the world.  

In her book Take This Bread, Sara Miles tells the story of her efforts to start a food pantry in the sanctuary of St. Gregory’s Episcopal Church in San Francisco.  Raised an atheist, 46-year-old Sara wandered into the church one Sunday morning, took communion, and suddenly found herself fed in a way she could never have imagined.  As the community at St. Gregory’s became a part of her life, she found herself driven to respond by reaching outward, by feeding people – following Jesus, she believed, meant living out a faith that focused on real hunger, on providing food to those most in need in the neighborhoods of San Francisco.  And right here in our own congregation, Ben and Christina Zoba have been moved to begin organizing and serving Saturday Night Suppers for those in need in the wider community, so that there is now a free meal available for those who need it every night in the city of Beverly.  I know they’d be very glad to have volunteers to help them out any time, too!  They were moved, out of their faith and compassion and conviction to begin these dinners because when Jesus is Lord of Life, we respond by giving our of ourselves, our time and our talents, to bring newness, to bring growth and wholeness to the world.  


So Jesus is the Lord of Life, but he is also the Lord of Peace.  Jesus’ own time was a time of warfare, of violent insurrections; a time in which the mighty Romans used their power and crush, punish, and vanquish their enemies, those who spoke out against them, those who crossed them.  The Romans are remembered in history for what is termed the pax romana, the peace of Rome, so named for lack of fighting within the Roman Empire.  Yet the peace the Romans brought was a peace instilled by fear, the fear of the violent response of Rome if those it conquered tried to rise up against the Empire.  The Roman historian Tacitus records this observation of the Romans: “They make a desolation, and they call it peace,”
 mistaking the quiet of the oppressed for happiness.  Jesus didn’t take out a sword and put those Romans in their place, put an end to the wars.  A lack of war, a lack of struggle, does not guarantee, does not automatically instill the deeper kind of peace that Jesus as Lord can bring.  The peace of Jesus is a real and lasting peace that we bring to our relationships, that we bring to one another.  When we open our hearts to Jesus as Lord of Peace, it means being ready to bring healing and wholeness to our relationships, to those around us.

An ancient rabbi once asked his students how they could tell when the darkness of night had ended and the day was on its way back.  “Could it be,” asked one eager student, “when you can see an animal in the distance and can tell whether it is a sheep or a dog?”  “No,” the rabbi answered, “that is not the way.”  “I think,” said another student, “that it must be when you look at a tree in the distance and can tell if it is a fig tree or a peach tree.”  “No,” the rabbi said again, “that is not the way.”  “Well, then what is it?” his students demanded.  “It is when you can look at the face of any other [person] and can see…your brother [or sister].  Because as long as you cannot do this, then no matter what time it is, it is still night.”
  

French writer and mystic Simone Weil’s definition of justice is to act toward the people we do not know as though they were the people we actually do know and love.  The rabbi and the mystic make the same point: to bring justice, to bring peace, to bring wholeness means being able to look into the faces of those around us and feel compassion, feel love, to feel connection.  As long as we respond harshly to others by bringing a desolation that shuts them down, that closes off conversation and relationship, and mistaking that quiet for peace in our relationships, we are still, in the words of the rabbi, in the darkness of the night.  But when we open our hearts to Jesus as Lord of Peace, we bring our whole selves into relationship with others, we allow others to be fully themselves, and we can look across our differences to find the real and lasting connections of the human condition.  When we follow Jesus in bringing this kind of peace, then it may be that the ceasing of the war and the struggle and the desolation around our world can follow.

Jesus is the Lord of Life, the Lord of Peace, and he is also the Lord of Love.  On Easter Sunday, Beth preached about the Risen Christ, the one who calls us to break free of those things that entomb us, to walk out of the lonely grave of self-interest and to make things right by taking the risky step of loving – of loving others.  When we open our hearts to Jesus as Lord, we are opening our hearts to others.  When we make Jesus Lord of our whole lives, we cannot avoid the risk that love brings, cannot remain closed off, entombed by fear.  Jesus, the Lord of Love, demands that we open ourselves, open our hearts, open our lives, to show the very love of God to the whole world.  

Charles Colson, former chief counsel for President Richard Nixon turned Christian author, writes about a conversation he was having with his son Chris, discussing the evidences that there is a God.  Colson was hot in the middle of his argument, explaining that if there were no God it would be impossible to account for moral law.  At that moment, he remembers, his 4-year-old grandson Charlie interrupted.  

“But Grandpa,” he said, “there is definitely a God.”  Colson nodded, to assure the little boy that he agreed.  “Because, if there wasn’t a God, Grandpa,” the little boy continued, “then people couldn’t love each other.”


 An eternal loving God, come to earth in the person of Jesus to show love, to teach love…a God whose love for God’s children never ends…this kind of God, this kind of teacher, this kind of Lord is a Lord who is not concerned with empire and power; but with love.  Jesus as the Lord of Love insists that we follow him by loving, by giving out of the fullness of Jesus’ love for us, in love to others.


Two brothers worked together on their family farm.  One brother was married and had a large family.  The other brother was a self-proclaimed life-long bachelor.  The brothers made sure to share everything equally, both their produce and their profits.  One afternoon, though, the single brother said to himself, “There’s really no reason that my brother should have to split everything equally with me.  I only need to take care of myself – my needs are so simple.  My brother has his wife and a whole family to care for.”  So beginning that night and on every night that followed, the single brother would take a sack of grain from his bin, creep across the field that separated the two brothers’ homes, and would dump that grain into his brother’s bin.


In the meantime, however, the married brother thought to himself, “It doesn’t seem right that my brother should have to share the produce and profits of the farm equally with me.  After all, I have my wife and all my children to take care of me as I grow older, and my brother has no one to take care of his future.”  So the married brother started taking a bag of grain from his own bin each night, creeping across the field, and dumping that grain into his brother’s bin.


Both men were puzzled because somehow their separate grain supplies never dwindled.  Then, in the middle of the night one dark night, the two men saw one another.  Slowly, they realized what was happening, dropped their sacks of grain, and stood there, in the middle the dark field, hugging one another.
 


When we welcome Jesus the Lord of Love into our lives we take up this risky business of loving others fully, so that we give of ourselves, deeply, selflessly, and well.


A British officer tells this story from his experience of driving through Germany in the days immediately following the German surrender in World War II:  I passed a farm wagon headed for a village.  I glanced casually at the two men seated behind the horse.  Both wore hats typical of German farmers at that time, and they had sacks thrown over their shoulders to protect them from the rain, which was falling in a light drizzle.  We were just driving past them when something out of the corner of my eye made me slam on the brakes and back up.  I was right!  The man who was not driving the wagon was wearing German field boots, revealing his status not as a farmer but as a German soldier!  I slipped out from behind the wheel of my vehicle, pulled my gun from its holster and told the corporal who with was me to cover me with his gun.


I gestured to the men to put their hands over their heads, and I told them, in badly broken German, to produce their papers.  “I speak English,” said the one wearing the field boots.  He pointed to the driver, the farmer, saying, “This man has his papers.  I have none.”


“Who are you?” I asked.  He told me his name and rank – he was a general.  “We are unarmed,” he added.  I hesitated, then motioned them to lower their hands.  “Where are you coming from, sir?” I asked him.  


He looked down at me.  I had never seen such utter weariness, such blank despair on a human face before.  “Berlin,” he answered me, quietly.  “Where are you going, sir?” I asked.


He looked down the road, toward the village, and he closed his eyes.  “Home,” he said, almost to himself more than to me.  “It’s not far now…only…one more kilometer.” I didn’t say anything.  He opened his eyes again, and we stared at one another, silently, for what seemed like an incredibly long time.  We were both still.  Then I said, “Go ahead, sir,” and then, remembering the very thing that had revealed his identity to me, I added, gently, “Maybe you could cover your boots, sir.”  The German general closed his eyes, and with breaths that sounded more like sobbing, he covered his face with both his hands, and the two drove on…toward home, wherever that might have been.


In the midst of the rubble and anguish of a world war, this scene between the British officer and German general seems out of place…too soft, too tender, as if it were dropped in from another time, another place.  But, truly, it reveals what it is to make Jesus Lord of our whole lives; to follow Jesus the Lord of Life in making things new, in bringing hope; to follow Jesus the Lord of Peace in bringing healing to relationships, in seeing every other person as a beloved brother or sister; to follow Jesus the Lord of Love in the risky business of giving our heart away to others.  It reveals the incredible changes that can take place in the world when we spread our trophies at Jesus’ feet, when we allow Jesus into our whole lives, refuse to be bound by the old ways of the world, and crown him Lord of all.
Amen.
Who Do You Say That I Am?: Lord									       John 20:24-28


Philippians 2:1-11
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