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Christ the King Sermon 2020 
By Pastor Jon Haug, Pastor Amy Kienzle, and Pastor Frank Espegen 

 
Pastor Jon Haug: Grace and peace to you this last Sunday of the 
Church year, this Christ the King or Reign of Christ Sunday. Since it is 
the last Sunday of the church year, the three pastors thought that we’d 
all contribute to one sermon, reflecting on one of the three readings 
each as well as reflecting on the year as a whole through the lens of 
our ministry areas.  As the Director of Congregational Life I’m leading 
off reflecting on what it’s been like to lead the care of our members 
and reflecting on the Old Testament reading of Ezekiel.  
 
One of things that makes Christ’s reign different is how counter the 
values of Christ’s rule is to the typical values of kings of his time.  Not 
unlike today, rulers of people everywhere often  struggle to remain 
humble and all too frequently in Jesus’ time abused the power and the 
people in their care.  Christ is imaged differently, as the shepherd 
king, restoring a reign of peace to all nations, ruling with love and 
justice.  
 
In the time of the prophet Ezekiel, we hear God doing this same kind 
of ruling:  “As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among 
their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them 
from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of 
clouds and thick darkness.” Sounds familiar, like the longing of my 
heart for our scattered community during this pandemic.  
 
Ezekiel and his contemporaries were asking some of the same 
questions we are today during a pandemic.  How do you gather the 
people when they are dispersed?  Ezekiel asked this because of the 
exile of Judah; we ask it because of the isolation due to COVID. And 
as the Director of Congregational Life, I’ve been asking myself this 
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question a lot since March.  What is the church, if not the people 
gathered together in our beautiful sanctuary? 
 
But there are other metaphors with sound theology for what the 
church is and does if we can’t gather physically. Take for example the 
church as the body of Christ, which we hear at the end of the 
Ephesians reading for today.  We are all a part of God’s body, even 
when separated. Together with all of our gifts and talents and 
imperfections we are made whole in and through the body of Christ, 
which joins us together even when we are apart.  Afterall, as you'll 
hear in the choir anthem today: “We all laugh, We all cry.  We all feel 
hunger, We all feel pain. We all love, we all hate, we all hope, and we 
all dream. We are one world, one people. And we all breathe the 
same.”  We truly are all one, united in the body of Christ, no matter 
where we reside. 
 
In fact, one of the first things as the pandemic broke that we organized 
with the help of staff and Jo Hoffmeier, who is on our Church Council, 
was a Calling Ministry to our folks aged 85 and older. Early reports of 
the virus were that they were one of the most vulnerable populations 
to succumb to COVID-19.  Plus we knew they were already vulnerable 
to isolation and loneliness.  Members volunteered to call and check-in 
weekly on our beloved elders and see to it that they had a connection 
to the church while we could no longer visit them or gather at church. 
As we got our online worship efforts going, we found out something 
amazing. Some of these folks 85 and older were now able to worship 
with us for the first time in years BECAUSE we went online! In the 
wilderness of this time we discovered how to get our beloved elders 
back to church. Online worship they could attend when previously 
getting to church was too difficult. We found that over 60% of this 
group of folks 85 and older are worshiping with us online now!  This is 
a way we could participate in the surprising and innovative mission of 
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a gentle shepherding Christ during pandemic, and it made us wonder 
how else we might serve the church in this most unusual time. 
 
Pastor Amy Kienzle: The gospel from Matthew this Sunday reminds 
us that a key part of who we are as God’s people in the world, is 
attending to the needs of our fellow human beings. From the reaction 
of those in the parable – the metaphorical sheep and goats – it seems 
that both recognizing and not recognizing the suffering of the other, 
can become part of who we are. That practicing compassion or 
ignorance can shape us to be more or less like citizens of the kingdom 
of heaven. That empathy -- the ability not just to feel bad for 
someone’s situation, but to actually be moved in our core to action – is 
like exercise. The more we do it, the better we are at it. So that 
eventually we don’t even think about it; we just do it like it’s no big 
deal. The shadow side of it is that we can also become so cynical and 
self-focused that we develop a callous. We can shut ourselves off 
from acknowledging the plight of people that society has left without 
resources. Convincing ourselves that we must look out for number 
one before we respond to others. Then the least of these can easily 
morph into “Those People.”  
 
Lutherans are sometimes troubled by this parable that seems like it 
emphasizes works over God’s grace. But that is if we focus on the 
judgment part and what earns us a spot in God’s good graces. But 
what if we instead thought about the unnamed in the story -- the 
hungry and thirsty, the naked and the stranger, the lonely and 
imprisoned? If we sought their favor before God’s, then it seems we’d 
be serving the Son of Man anyway. Seeking greater connection to our 
neighbor and the stranger means a deeper connection with God.  
  
As a church community we have wrestled and prayed this year about 
how to respond when the pandemic hit. Initially our focus was to care 
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for our members and make sure we did not risk anyone’s life by 
gathering in large groups. And honestly it is still hard to know what to 
do to continue our mission but do it safely and with loving our neighbor 
in mind. The easy thing would have been to shut down completely. 
But that never crossed our minds as pastors and leaders. We knew 
we had to do the best and most faithful thing we could in the face of 
these challenges. In developing priorities for our life together we found 
creative ways to continue preaching the gospel, keeping us focused 
on Jesus and his mission in the world. And we also knew we had to 
keep seeking the wellbeing of our city and those most vulnerable.  
  
Though we did pause and revise some of our ministries to unhoused 
neighbors, like the Afternoon Snack Stop and overnight stays, we also 
said yes to opportunities for partnership with others in our community 
with resources and ability to do what we couldn’t do on our own. For 
the first two months of the pandemic the ShowUp shower ministry run 
by Mark Lytal and volunteers from Bayside set up in our parking lot to 
offer hygiene and food to hundreds of people every week. St. John’s 
members helped by donating money, clothing and food to support the 
effort. When that ministry moved on, we partnered with the Homeless 
Assistance Resource Team to provide weekly respite on Tuesdays. 
Volunteers from the community join St. John’s members giving their 
time to welcome in those who have nowhere else to go. We are able 
to connect with people and hear their stories, as well as provide 
housing resources and clean, warm clothes. We also have opportunity 
to talk with people at the meals we continue to serve on the 1st and 3rd 

Mondays of the month. To hear from them what it has been like to 
lose even what little they had to count on. Now with the pandemic, 
people are more cautious about going out and bringing food to people 
living in our parks and streets. It has exacerbated the food insecurity 
of people who have come to count on those acts of hospitality.  



5 

To have real human connections with others in a time when we are 
distanced has been a blessing to us as much as the guests we 
welcome. And we will continue to pivot as we need to respond to 
health guidelines, but also to the needs of our neighbors.  
  
2020 also brought a new awakening to the need for racial healing and 
justice in our city and nation. At St. John’s we have kept racial justice 
at the center of our mission. You see, you don’t have to be behind 
bars to feel imprisoned by systems that do not have your life held as 
valuable. As our faith reminds us that all of us are precious in God’s 
sight, we also reckon with the sin that has broken us from others that 
don’t look like us. And that has kept us from really understanding the 
deep pain of sisters and brothers with black and brown bodies, who 
have often been valued least by our society and systems. Our book 
read of Waking up White has given a group of nearly 30 St. John’s 
members new language and understanding about privilege and our 
call as Christians to accompany people of color in their fight for equity.  
  
We are always being shaped and worked on by God as we seek to 
make the vision of God’s kingdom part of our core identity and work. 
Even and especially when our focus can become narrowed on our 
own sense of wellbeing and security. As we move into a new church 
year, waking to the wonder of Christ in our midst, may we be guided 
faithfully along the way.  
 
Pastor Frank Espegren: As I join this Christ the King/Reign of Christ 
sermon “already in progress,” I give thanks for my two colleague 
pastors, and indeed the whole staff at St. John’s, as well as the 
leaders, elders, and youthful visionaries of St. John’s, for the heavy 
lifting in this sermon and our lived out communal life as the scattered 
faithful in the year of Covid-19; for our lives to be purposefully and 
meaningfully connected to justice-seeking and serving the ones Jesus 
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would describe as the “least of these.” That is, to be the church in a 
these “high degree of difficulty” times in which we live. 
 
And as I read the Ephesians text, it is just perfect to bring this sermon 
home, especially in saying this: “I do not cease to give thanks for you 
as I remember you in my prayers.” And that’s it exactly.  I have been 
praying for you.  We have been praying for each other.  As the writer 
of the Letter to the Ephesians put it, I pray for you to be given a Spirit 
of wisdom and revelation – that divine ways and purposes and 
commitments will be made known to you so that your life may bear 
good fruit.  I pray that the “eyes of your heart will be enlightened” so 
that your life will be big and expansive, encompassing the ways and 
the needs of others, instead of a life that is small and puny and selfish 
and scared.  I pray that you will grow into God’s power and 
righteousness. 
 
Indeed, we have seen and experienced all of this communally in you. 
This could have been a year when we tucked ourselves away, but 
instead, sheltering in place and staying at home has required us to 
find new ways to relate to one another, to serve and to have an 
impact.  As Covid-19 appears ready, willing and able to unleash itself 
into a long winter, we will continue to find ways to be the church online 
and outdoors, knowing some day in the not too distant future, we will 
regather in our beautiful sanctuary to declare our thanks to God for 
saving us from the time of trial, as the Lord’s Prayer states in the 
newer translation we have been praying together. 
 
Thank you … for bringing all of who you are to St. John’s, into this 
incredible community of faith.  Thank you for your gifts, your 
challenges, your commitments and your questions.  In looking back on 
this year, we are compelled to say that we did not live as the body of 
Christ, as the church, perfectly; Oh so far from it.  But I have seen and 
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heard, taken note of and pride in your, in our, sincere effort to be 
faithful, mistakes and all.  I join with the writer of the letter to the 
Ephesians in saying, “I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and 
your love toward all the saints.”  It’s been a rough year, but we have 
learned a lot.  And I know God will see us through the coming year too 
– you’ll see.  Perfect – no; faithful, yes!  Amen. 
 


