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Imagining the Kingdom 
C-Last Sunday of Pentecost, Jeremiah 23:1-6; Luke 23:33-43(11/20/16) 

 
Sermon-in-a-Sentence:  Jesus’ method of teaching about the Kingdom of God in Luke suggests that we need to 
learn to use our creativity and imagination to understand, experience and communicate the mystery of God’s 

presence and working in our lives, our church, our world, especially in times of major change. 
 

Children’s Sermon: 
What is a “king”?  Anyone know what a “kingdom” is?  What is the “Kingdom of God”?   
 
In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus talks about the “Kingdom of God” more than anything else.   He refers to the 

“Kingdom of God” at least 40 times.  But, Jesus never explains exactly what he means by the “Kingdom of 
God”. 

Here’s how Jesus describes the “Kingdom of God.”  The Kingdom of God: 

 will have no end 

 is a blessing to the poor 

 is where the least, are the greatest 

 is worth losing your life for 

 is already present 

 is also something we are to pray will come in the future – “thy Kingdom come” 

 is like a tiny mustard seed that becomes a big tree for birds to nest in 

 is like a pinch of yeast that makes a big batch a dough rise to make fluffy bread 

 is where people will come from all directions, east, west, north and south, to eat a big banquet 
together (point to the crowd) 

 is already among you, but not yet fulfilled 

 is something  you must receive like a child, not like an adult 

 is something that is hard for the rich to enter 

 is worth leaving everything to follow, and if you do, you get back more than you left behind 

 is something we are to invest our lives in 

 is something many will not recognize has come very near 

 is also a place to be with Jesus after we die 
 

Ok, now can you explain to me what the “Kingdom of God” is?  Why does Jesus describe it in so many 
different ways?  I think Jesus wants us to stir up our imaginations.   

I’ve talked before about words that Jesus uses as “metaphors.”  What’s a “metaphor”?  A picture, an 
example, a symbol, that stirs our imagination and points us to a deeper or broader meaning.  Is the Kingdom 
of God really a tiny mustard seed?  No, but there is something similar to how a mustard seed births a huge 
plant, and what the Kingdom of God births in us.   

I think Jesus uses the metaphor of the “Kingdom of God” to stretch our imaginations of all the ways that 
we can connect with, and feel God’s presence.  Here and now, and in the future.  I think the “Kingdom of God” 
is anywhere and anytime we feel most connected to God and Jesus.   

I will never be able to explain to you or anyone exactly what the “Kingdom of God” is.  But I will follow 
Jesus’ example, and share with you metaphors, pictures, symbols, examples of God and the Kingdom of God 
that will hopefully stir your imagination and stir your heart so you will be able to be more connected with God 
and Jesus.   
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So I want to end with one of my favorite things Jesus says about the Kingdom of God:  The Kingdom of God 
is always near.  God is always close to us, if we can just open our hearts to see and feel God.  I pray that each 
of you will find your way of being connected with God’s Kingdom. 
 
Adult Sermon: 

We call today, the last Sunday of our liturgical year, “Christ the King Sunday.”  But as we look at Luke, 
which has been our Gospel focus throughout this liturgical year, I find it interesting that Jesus never proclaims, 
anywhere, “I am King.”  Others greet him, or mock him as “king,” as in our Gospel reading this morning about 
the crucifixion, but Jesus never claims the title of “king.” 

What Jesus does talk about -- all the time --  is the “Kingdom of God”  (at least 40 references in Luke).  
From his first sermon in his hometown of Nazareth where he quotes from the book of Isaiah about being 
anointed to bring good news to the poor; all the way to the last supper with his disciples in the upper room in 
Jerusalem, Jesus’ constant theme is the “Kingdom of God.” 

So what exactly is the Kingdom of God?  Is it the same as heaven?  A place for life after death?  Or is it 
what God was doing through Jesus while he was physically present on earth?  Or is it what God is doing on 
earth now through His Church, through us?  Or is it something that will come here on Earth in the future, at 
the “end times”?  Or is it a gift from God to each of us?  Or that sense of comfort or grounding we feel in a 
moment of quiet time?  Or something we are to strive or work for?   

Yes to all the above.   
Despite it being his favorite topic, Jesus never really defines it.  Now isn’t that odd, to have a clear theme 

for his teaching and ministry, but to never really spell it out?  Jesus seems to use the overarching metaphor of 
“the Kingdom of God” loosely, as a way of helping us imagine and sense the mystery of God’s presence, in and 
among us, and of God’s working in our world.  Lots of metaphors, parables, stories, paradoxes, but no clear 
definitions and particulars.  Jesus seems intent on challenging his first followers, and us, to use our 
imaginations to, not only gain a more intuitive understanding of the mystery of God’s presence in our lives and 
world, but also to use our imagination as a doorway for entering into and experiencing the kingdom.   

It’s almost as if Jesus is saying, “Hey, you know your creator God gave you your imagination and creativity?  
Well, God wants you to dust if off and use it!  So that you may truly know and experience the mystery of God’s 
presence and God’s working in the world.”   

How else can we explain Jesus' refusal to be more direct and concrete and systematic in his teaching about 
the Kingdom of God?   

 
At times in our history, we, the Church, have been pretty good at using our God-given creativity and 

imagination.  At times, the Church has been the inspirational center and greatest patron for architecture, 
music, art, drama and literature.  And we've used these forms of creative expression to explore the mystery of 
God’s presence and working in the world.  But in our modern era, generally that has not been so.   

For the past 3 centuries that make up this modern era, Western cultures have increasingly been driven to 
analyze, break down, define, control, and systematize.  We have given priority to the rational, scientific, 
objective method of exploring and understanding our world, leaving less and less room for mystery, subjective 
experience, and intuition.   

To a large extent, the Church has fallen captive to this tendency, perhaps in an effort to retain credibility 
within our culture.  We too have sought to nail down, explain, define, defend, and make rational our faith and 
our experience of God.   We want to be able to read Scripture literally, and find all the answers.  And it’s not 
just the more fundamentalist segments of the Church that have been affected.  In our sacramental, liturgical 
side of the Church, we have tried to hold on to mystery and symbol, but for the most part, instead of actually 
continuing to use our imagination and creativity, we focus on simply preserving the creativity of past 
generations in our music, art and architecture poetic language.  So we tend to hold on to the old metaphors 
and images of God as that old gray headed, white male in the painting of the middle ages and Renaissance.  
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As far as new, creative, and imaginative and provocative ways of proclaiming the Good News of the 
kingdom -- a kingdom, according to Jesus, capable of bringing about radical changes, reconciliation, not only in 
the lives of individuals, but in relationships and communities and places torn apart by war and greed and 
injustice -- we have been stymied, silenced.  We have retreated more and more into a privatized faith.  “It’s 
just between me and God.”  Seldom have we dared to proclaim our, “I have a dream” speeches, our inspired 
imaginations of the Kingdom of God as a different, more just world, a different social or economic order.   

Why are we so afraid to use our creativity and imagination to really explore and to experience God and to 
communicate these mysteries?  Leaping off into the world of creativity and imagination can be scary!  What if 
we get something wrong?  Make a mistake?  What if we lead someone astray?  What if we lose control?   

But Jesus says, “Fear not.  I am with you, always.”  The Holy Spirit and Scripture are fully capable of being 
our creative imaginative guide, and stabilizer and protector.  Jesus was obviously not afraid to let his followers 
use their creativity and imagination and subjective experience to flesh out and live into the Kingdom of God.  
His methods of story and parable, and paradox and symbol, demanded a creative and imaginative exploration 
of God and God’s presence in the world.   

The modern Church’s reluctance to engage the full range of humanity’s creativity and imagination has 
become increasingly problematic, in recent decades because the world is changing even more rapidly.  The 
pendulum is swinging back.  Our modern, scientific, rational world view is beginning to slip away.  Even the 
scientists have recognized that the rational, objective, control oriented, scientific method has its limits and 
cannot lead us to ultimate knowledge and truth about the world.  Quantum physics has pushed science into a 
new world of mystery and subjectivity.  According to Albert Einstein, “Imagination is more important that 
information.”   

These and similar transitions are changing the way younger generations, especially, are seeking and 
experiencing the mystery of the Divine.  Increasingly, younger generations are finding traditional expressions 
of Christianity, including Anglican and Episcopal versions, boring and irrelevant, even as their spiritual 
appetites are growing.  More and more people seem to be seeking a spirituality that imagines beyond 
individual private faith and salvation to something like the peaceable kingdom that Isaiah describes and Jesus 
proclaims – where real peace is worth pursuing, where brothers and sisters join hands across not only races 
and cultures and economies, but also the deeper divide of religion to seek peace and prosperity for all peoples 
and to cooperate in the healing of creation. 

Can you begin to see the crisis looming ahead for the Church?  -- And the opportunity?  We have a Christ, 
longing to reach out to the spiritually lost and hungry through their creativity and imagination, through their 
intuition and feelings, but we’ve got him all wrapped up in a modern straight jacket of rational, privatized 
faith.  Even in our tradition that prides itself in the use of sacrament and symbol, we seem fearful to follow 
Jesus’ example of engaging and stimulating an intuitive and imaginative, a creative and expressive journey 
toward the Divine. 

 
Here’s what’s blowing my mind about all of this.  Almost 50 years ago, before all this post-modern stuff 

began to be batted around in the media, a faithful experienced disciple saw all this coming, and he gathered 
around himself a group of people, who began to share his dream of doing church differently.   Right here in 
San Antonio of all places!   

They wanted to hold on to the beauty and imaginative power of sacramental/liturgical worship, but they 
imagined breaking free of rigid and constraining expectations and norms for how it is “properly” done.  They 
imagined and began to pursue worship that sought to rise beyond traditional sermons and “just-like-my-
parents-and-grandparents” liturgy, to theatrical expressions and even liturgical dance.   

While others were clinging to the 1928 prayer book, this whacky bunch embraced every new trial liturgy 
that was offered.  And when they built a sanctuary, they looked for designs and shapes and materials and 
symbols that would, rather than comfort us with the familiar beauty of past generations – traditional stained 
glass windows, cross shaped church – would at times surprise, maybe even jolt us, and in the process, inspire 
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our imaginations in new spiritual directions.  Great circles and overwhelming light and an openness to the 
beauty and presence of God in nature.  

 
This place, this community was founded and shaped specifically for the purpose of igniting our 

imaginations to understand and experience and proclaim the true mystery and the power of the Kingdom of 
God in such a way that, reconciliation, the real fruit of the Kingdom of God, reconciliation with God, and 
sisters and brothers and creation, might sprout forth in new and powerful ways.   

 
Here we are almost 50 years later, still striving to stretch our imaginations to imagine the Kingdom of God 

in a new and changing world.  For example, to imagine the Feminine Divine, like Sam Gilliam challenged us to 
do in her recent class.   

But we know we are only scratching the surface of what a powerful place this could be for promoting a 
more imaginative and creative vision of the Kingdom of God, that could unleash its power and mystery in 
unimaginable, transformative ways.  What might happen here, among us, if we more fully accepted and 
embraced the mystery of the Kingdom of God, if we fully claimed our DNA, and ran with it?  If we allowed the 
breath of the Holy Spirit to spread and fill our imaginative sails to explore yet uncharted waters in the 
unfolding of God’s Kingdom?   

 
What might happen? 

 


