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Scripture lessons: 2 Samuel 7:1-16, Luke 1:26-38 CUMC Sermon for Nov. 29 

1st Sunday of Advent--“Presidents and Kings” Pastor Nancy Victorin-Vangerud 
 

So how do you start your day? How do you begin the waking up process? My family and I live in a two 

story house, so every morning when I get up, I have to walk down the stairs to the kitchen to get my 

coffee started. But over time, a habit has emerged, a habit, which now I consider a kind of spiritual 

practice.  

Our stairs, as one steps down, makes a reverse turn about ½ way. There’s a place to pause, and look 

outside through windows of a door that opens to what in the ol’ days was called a ‘rug porch’. Most 

mornings when I walk down, I stop and gaze out at the sun, rising over the rooftops across the alley. 

For a moment my heart hovers in time. The sun’s rays warm my face as I take a few deep breaths. With 

the coming of the light, the new day rises. Hope emerges from the dark, and a simple prayer breaks 

through, “God, help me to receive the good gifts of this day.” 

Well, that’s just starting one morning. Today, this day, we can ask another question. We can ask, “How 

do we start a whole new church year?” How do we begin the New Year of Christian faith? That’s what 

the first Sunday in Advent is all about. Advent marks the beginning of the church year. Last Sunday was 

called “Christ the King Sunday,” the culmination of Jesus’ whole relationship with the world. This 

Sunday we begin that journey again, starting actually way back before the birth of Jesus, back in the 

ancient hopes and dreams of our spiritual ancestors.  

Today, the first Sunday of Advent, we’re on a threshold. We’re neither here nor there, we’re in-between, 

like standing in a doorway trying to decide whether to go out or in. Not like Bill Murray in Groundhog 

Day, where he lives the same day over and over. Christian faith is a kind of circling, but more like a 

spiraling. We have a trajectory to our faith, as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. imagined we have an “arc” to 

our faith. The rhythms of Christian faith move not to a fantastical ‘happy ever after’ but to a fulfillment 

of God’s relationship in and with the world, with what the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament call “a 

new heaven and a new earth” (Isaiah 65:17, 66: 22; Revelation 22:1). On the first Sunday of Advent, we 

start out on another turn of the faith-spiral, remembering and reimagining, toward the fulfillment of all 

creation with God. 

But take a look around. Look out into our world. Think about where we are today. This Advent we’re 

crossing the threshold in such challenging times. We’re standing in-between in more than the rhythms 

of our church year:  

1. First, there’s the in-between of the political year--we’re standing in between a potential presidential 

concession, and a momentous presidential inauguration.   

As historian David Blight ponders, “Are we at another time of national rebirth”?  

So, we need to ask ourselves: “How willing are we to work at uniting, rather than further fracturing 

our social commonwealth?”   

2. Second, there’s the pivoting pulse of the coronavirus. We find ourselves standing in-between the 

most debilitating, deathly months and the availability of promising vaccines. This in-between time 

is especially acute for Black, Indigenous and People of Color. As medical doctor Marcella Nunez-

Smith reports, “Everyone is affected by this pandemic, yet the burden is disproportionate.” So, we 

need to ask ourselves, “How willing are we to pursue caution and care, to minimize losing so many 

to the coronavirus?”  
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3. Then third, we’re coming to the end of the calendar year 2020 and entering the year 2021, starting a 

new decade. We are standing at the threshold of the most important decade in the history of the 

human species, perhaps most species of life on planet Earth. As science journalist Elizabeth Kolbert 

observes, “We are effectively undoing the beauty and the variety and the richness of the world 

which has taken tens of millions of years to reach.”So, we need to ask ourselves, “How willing are 

we to make the changes we must to stave off the worst of climate chaos in our future?”  

Wow--these three are huge challenges! This first Sunday in Advent we stand at a new beginning, facing 

the challenges of sustaining democracy, sustaining human lives, and sustaining the viable ecology of 

our planet. What a profound season for us as Christians! How will we begin this New Year as people of 

faith? 

Well, maybe we need to stop for a moment. At least we need to slow down. Think about it! These 

challenges are a whole lot to take on! Maybe we need to pause and reflect abit. When we do, and open 

ourselves to the big picture, in terms of faith, our ancestors stood on the threshold of existential threat 

before. How did they face their challenges? 

You remember the people escaping slavery, wandering in the wilderness and then the next generation 

entering the land of promise. Well, our spiritual ancestors then had to figure out how to survive and 

sustain themselves. As 12 different family groups, they each settled in various areas, with their own 

herds and agriculture. But they faced others in the land which brought about conflict with the 

newcomers. There were battles, fierce fighting, and cross-cultural disputes. How could they survive? 

Their discernment led them to determine that if they had a strong leader, a king, like the other peoples, 

someone who could both unite and lead the 12 groups, that would be the way forward. They pleaded 

with God to lift up for them a king, mighty in battle.  

In the scripture, God was not so happy at first about their idea of a king. Too much danger of idolatry. 

Too much danger in getting side-tracked from righteousness. But eventually God relented, and raised 

up the shepherd boy David (a shepherd boy?). David was enthroned and anointed with oil. He traded in 

his slingshot for a sword and shield. He did unite the people, establishing security and prosperity, but 

he also had his moral failings. Yet, in the latter days of his monarchy, he covenanted with God that his 

kingdom would continue in perpetuity through his blood line.   

When David died, Solomon became the next anointed. His job was to build the first Temple. For many 

years King and Temple and Covenant remained the secure ground for the people of Israel.  

But then a crisis occurred. The Babylonian King, Nebuchanezzer, conquered the land of Palestine. His 

armies destroyed the Temple and dragged into exile many of the leaders, artisans and families with 

wealth. Peasants were left behind to grow food as tribute for the king and his empire. Yet, in the 

despairing time of exile, a new hope was born. In their hearts the people yearned for a day of 

homecoming, when they would return, the Temple rebuilt and a new king anointed to fulfill David’s 

Covenant. The “anointed-one,” or “messiah” would establish strength and prosperity, and draw in the 

nations of the world. 

Fortunately, when the Babylonians were conquered by the Persians, Babylonian King Cyrus did let the 

people return home, and they brought their messianic hope with them. Some thought this messiah 

would be a powerful warrior, others a righteous judge, and others a suffering servant. Some thought the 

messiah would even come from beyond time and space, from the highest realm of God’s kingdom. 

When the line of kings was re-established, these leaders never really got things off the ground and 

eventually the Romans conquered the land of Palestine in 63 bce. The Roman emperors installed their 
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own loyalists throughout the Empire as client-kings, to rule the occupied land and funnel taxes, food 

and resources back to Rome.  

But the people of Israel continued to hope for a new day, a day of independence and prosperity under a 

new king, who would embody all their hopes and dreams in one. This ideal king would bring endless 

peace, and Jerusalem--the “City of Peace”--would be established forever. It was this hope that burned in 

their hearts and carried them through their darkest days. 

So now as we turn back to Advent, this first Sunday, where do we stand as Jesus-followers? What is the 

hope that carries us across the threshold of this new church year?  

Are we still waiting for a king to arrive?  

Or was Jesus a king?  

Over the years of church history, “King” did become one of the dominant ways of identifying and 

understanding Jesus of Nazareth.  

Think of the lyrics of some of our favorite Christmas songs: 

“Come and behold him, born the king of angels.”  (#234 O Come, All Ye Faithful) 
 

“Joy to the World, the Lord is come! Let Earth receive her King” (#246 Joy to the World) 
 

“Hark the herald angels sing, “Glory to the newborn King” (#240 Hark! The Herald Angels Sing) 

Adam Hamilton, pastor of the largest United Methodist church in the world--Church of the 

Resurrection in Leawood, Kansas (along with 4 other campuses)--thinks that “King” continues to be a 

meaningful identity for Jesus. Our adult education groups are reading his current book, Incarnation: 

Rediscovering the Significance of Christmas. The first chapter is entitled “Presidents and Kings” where 

Hamilton invites us to consider Jesus as king, the anointed one, but to understand the irony, because 

what Jesus embodied turned upside down ordinary notions of kingship. As compared to royalty, 

Hamilton explains that “Jesus was born in a stable with an animal’s feeding trough for his bed. He grew 

up in the obscure village of Nazareth in the first century equivalent of ‘the other side of the tracks.’ Far 

from billionaire status, Jesus was trained at making tools and farm implements, doors, and furniture 

and likely was skilled as a handyman.”  

Jesus was a king who washed feet, ruled amongst the fishing nets, and invited all to share their bread 

equitably. His kingdom was about healing not harm; his court one of friendship and inclusion, not 

servitude and hierarchy; his power exercised as invitation, not force. 

As Hamilton claims, if Jesus is King, or even the “king of kings”, he holds accountability the political 

leaders of all time, including presidents today. 

Hamilton sums up this first chapter, “I don’t know your politics, but if you are a Christian, I know your 

King. His Sermon on the Mount, his parables, and his great commandments calling us to love God and 

neighbor represent the laws of his kingdom. Our allegiance to him comes above all other allegiances” 

and we should “yield” our lives to him (pp. 41-42). 

Adam Hamilton does offer us a fresh perspective in rediscovering the counter-cultural understanding of 

Jesus as King. Following this king would definitely call into question the ways our nation and our world 

have organized the political, economic and social orders of our day. 

But I’m not sure it's enough. I’m not so sure the language of kings and kingdoms speak with relevance 

anymore. Especially as we stand on the threshold of so many challenges.  
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In addition to Adam Hamilton, I would like to suggest another way to rediscover the significance of 

Christmas. It’s just an experiment, a new way of participating in the Christmas story. Each time we 

come to the word “king” or “kingdom,” try saying “kin” and “kin-dom” instead. Like, “thy kin-dom 

come” or “Let Earth receive her kin!” “Glory to the newborn kin!” Maybe it's just a play on words, but 

the change is to make more clear in our hearts and minds that Jesus invites us to relationship, to a new 

community with God, not one that mimics the kings, presidents and powers of this world. But one that 

enfleshes with us the most profound relationship of vulnerable love.  

See this year, we stand at the threshold of another challenge--we stand on the threshold of a whole new 

church, a whole new way of being Methodist, and hopefully a whole new way of being Christian.  

Closing: 

This Advent, as we light our first candle of hope, may we ponder in our hearts not only how we can 

sustain democracy, human lives and our environment, but Christian faith too.  

The hope of the prophet Isaiah continues to speak: 

The people walking in darkness 

   have seen a great light; 

on those living in the land of the shadow of death,  

   a light has dawned. 

May we wake up this Advent! 

The new day is already rising. 

Behold the light! 
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