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Before our daughter was born I already knew some of the familiar clichés, like, 

kids say the funniest things, or do the funniest things. But here’s one I never expected: 

kids also hear the funniest things. Children have no filter. When they’re born they 

can’t differentiate between background noise and foreground noise. They have to 

learn. And as a participant in our daughter’s learning process, I can tell you, it’s been 

fascinating, frustrating & mystifying to watch her figure it out. 

One time, I was playing with Penny in the Living Room when she suddenly 

looked up and started saying, buth, buth. I glanced around, helplessly trying to figure 

it out. She got more excited. Buth, buth. I had no idea. Until suddenly I realized she 

heard a bus on Hancock Street. She was telling me there was a bus right outside our 

door. And she was right. But I never would have heard it bc I’ve been living next to a 

bus stop for 8 years and by now that sound is completely background noise. When we 

first moved in, it was annoying to hear a bus stop at 5:30AM on our day off. But 

somewhere along the way, I learned to screen it out. Then I stopped hearing it 

altogether.  

Penny is helping us readjust our perception of background noise. She’s 

reminding us that the world is a bigger place than we’ve gotten used to. So now, 

whenever she hears something, we stop & listen. We strain to understand. Because 

we’ve learned, that even if her words aren’t clear, she’s describing parts of our 

world that we’ve long since filtered out. And the world is a different place when 
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we learn to adjust our perception of the background noise. 

It’s a good reminder for today’s feast, the Feast of Christ of the King. Today 

marks the last Sunday of our Christian calendar; the end of another lectionary year. 

Next week we start a new year with the anticipation, repentance & longing of Advent. 

But today we pause and gather up our 12-month liturgical journey, looking back over 

the birth of Jesus; his appearance, or epiphany, to the nations; his faithful life, death, 

resurrection, & ascension; his teaching & healing; his continued presence as life-

giving Spirit in the Church – we gather it all up and then we ask this question: now 

that we’ve heard the whole story what does it mean to say that Christ is King?  

Without our 12-month journey, we might think Jesus’ kingship is another 

version of what we see around us. We might think the people in our world who shape 

policy & control weapons are the ones in the foreground. Bc we’re surrounded by a 

lot of noise, and it’s easy to lose Jesus in the background. So today we’re invited to 

pause & listen. Maybe we even strain to understand him. Because we’ve learned, that 

even if Jesus’ words aren’t clear, he’s describing some realities that we’ve long since 

filtered out. And the world is a different place when we listen to Jesus, and allow him 

to adjust our perception of the background noise. 

In a sense, that’s what Christian life is always about. Following Jesus is always 

about recalibrating our lives so that Jesus is in the foreground. It’s a lifelong journey 

because, even though Jesus is always with us, he never imposes himself. So one of 



Rev. Eric Hillegas  Year B, Proper 29 2018 

St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy 

the best places to begin is prayer. Prayer is one of our classic disciplines for 

recalibrating the background noise of our lives. Life looks different and sounds 

different when we put God in the middle of the picture. That’s how prayer works. It’s 

not just a laundry list of requests. It’s an invitation to fellowship & communion with 

God at the center of our lives. So we find prayers like this in the BCP (p.100): 

Heavenly Father, in you we live and move and have our being: We humbly pray 

you so to guide and govern us by your Holy Spirit, that in all the cares and 

occupations of our life we may not forget you, but may remember that we are ever 

walking in your sight; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

Our perception of the world changes when we remember that we live & move & have 

our being in God; that we’re always walking in his sight. The world becomes a 

different place when we allow that prayer to adjust the background noise by putting 

God in the center. 

And, of course, the difference between Christian prayer and any other kind of 

prayer is those 4 little words at the end: through Christ our Lord. Those 4 little 

words make all the difference. May we come to love our neighbor, through Christ 

our Lord. May we come to serve God, through Christ our Lord. May we come to 

understand kingship, strength and power, through Christ our Lord. For Christians, 

everything is defined by those 4 little words: through Christ our Lord. 

 When St. Paul was writing to some early Christians he put it like this: 

Though we walk in the flesh, we do not [make] war according to the [ways of] 

flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in… bringing 
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every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ, (2Cor. 10:3-5, NKJV).  

A more contemporary paraphrase puts it like this:  

The tools of our trade aren’t for marketing or manipulation…. [They’re about] 

fitting every loose thought … and impulse into the structure of life shaped by 

Christ, (2Cor. 10:3-5, MSG) 

If we’re going to say that Christ is King we need to fit kingship, “into the structure of 

life shaped by Christ.” Jesus is the foreground. Everything else is background. That’s 

what we mean by saying, Christ is King. 

 Today’s passage from Revelation provides the focus. Bc the author of 

Revelation is a Seer, someone who unveils hidden realities that we tend to screen out. 

That’s what Seers do. They unveil hidden realities so we can adjust our perception of 

the world. Here’s how the Seer of Revelation describes the kingship of Jesus. He does 

it by using three titles: “faithful witness, firstborn of the dead, ruler of the kings of the 

earth,” (Rev. 1:5). Faithful. Firstborn. Ruler. We could put it like this, the first two 

titles describe how Jesus exercises power, the third title describes his status.  

First, Jesus is a faithful witness. His power to heal & bless faithfully reveal 

God. Our God is a God of blessing, healing, and life. Jesus is a true witness to God. 

Second, Jesus is firstborn of the dead. In other words, the life-giving ministry that 

Jesus began 2,000 years ago did not die on a cross. For Christians, Jesus is the 

resurrected one whose life is stronger than death. Firstborn of the dead. Then, finally, 
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because of his life-giving power Jesus is ruler of the kings of the earth. Death has 

always been the ultimate weapon for rulers of the earth. So Jesus, the one who 

conquered death, stands above & beyond any death-dealing ruler of this world. That’s 

how we fit kingship into the structure of a life shaped by Christ. Faithful witness & 

firstborn of the dead; therefore, ruler of the kings of the earth.  

That’s what we mean. But here’s the catch. It’s one thing to believe it. It’s 

another thing to live it. That’s why I’m so thankful for our other two readings. Jesus 

reveals how costly it can be to live as a faithful witness to God’s life in a world of 

death. David reminds us that God’s faithfulness endures even when we are faithless.  

First, Jesus on trial. This trial scene reveals Jesus at his most vulnerable & 

most powerful. It’s masterful. Today’s passage is one small part of a multi-stage 

showdown between competing rulers. It’s a seesaw battle between the rulers of 

ancient Israel & ancient Rome, with Jesus in the middle. Pilate, the Roman governor, 

has the most power on the surface. His nation has the biggest weapons. But the rulers 

of ancient Israel can make his life miserable by charging him with disloyalty to 

Caesar. They each have skin in the game. And it’s a fight to the death. 

Jesus, there in the middle, isn’t fighting anyone. He’s not there to make war 

with “carnal” weapons. He’s there as a faithful witness. He’s there as a faithful 

witness to the God of life who these rulers have long-since screened out. The irony is 

that even though Pilate has the biggest weapons, he’s powerless to give life bc he 
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needs to protect his position. Pilate’s kingship is powerless when he tries to fit it into 

the structure of a life shaped by Christ. You see, the cost of faithful witness, is our 

willingness to sacrifice any power or position so we can share life & healing with 

others. That’s what Jesus does. 

In our first reading, David reminds us that God is still faithful even when we’re 

faithless. Because David’s life was a mess. He started off well. But then somewhere 

along the way God became background noise. David forgot that he became king not 

by seizing power, but allowing God to raise him up. Somewhere along the way David 

screened out God altogether. The result was rape, murder, revolt – even in his own 

family. When David finally dies he’s a shell of his former self. He’s a shivering old 

man who gets used as a pawn in his family’s power games.  

That’s what makes David’s words even more poignant today. Bc here, the end 

of his life, David praises the God who was faithful even when David was 

faithless. And, just like Revelation, we find three titles that define David’s life on 

God’s terms, not David’s terms. David is: the one whom God exalted, the anointed of 

God, the favorite of God (2Sam 23:1). Exalted. Anointed. Favored. Not because of 

David’s power to please God. But because of God’s power to bring life & healing 

even in the midst of failure & faithlessness. 

You see, even when the foreground of our lives is broken & faithless, God is 

faithful in the background, witnessing to the reality of divine faith, hope & love. Let’s 
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hold on to that. Whenever we struggle to see God in the foreground of our lives, let’s 

remember that God is still faithful in the background. Let’s remind ourselves that 

God’s faithfulness can still bring life & healing. And let’s use this prayer to continue 

adjusting our perception of the world:  

Heavenly Father, in you we live and move and have our being: We humbly pray you 

so to guide and govern us by your Holy Spirit, that in all the cares and occupations of 

our life we may not forget you, but may remember that we are ever walking in your 

sight; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  


