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John 18: 33-37 
33Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked 
him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 34Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on 
your own, or did others tell you about me?” 35Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, 
am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me. 
What have you done?” 36Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. 
If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep 
me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from 
here.” 37Pilate sked him, “So, you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that 
I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world to testify 
to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice. 38Pilate 
asked him, “What is truth?”   
  
 The way the family story goes, my cousin was four years old. He was 

what people call, an independent child. After a disagreement with my aunt, 

my cousin declared his intent to run away from home. He made his way to 

the front door and began to put on his snowsuit. After all, it was winter in 

northern Wisconsin! He struggled for a bit and then yelled to my aunt, “Mom! 

Please help me!” He had been so polite that my aunt helped him into his 

snowsuit, put on his winter boots and tied them for him, wrapped the scarf 

around his neck and face, put the warmest set of mittens on his little hands 

and then turned the door handle that he couldn’t quite manage with his 

mitten-hands. With that, my cousin ran away. Well, his four-year-old self 

wobbled down the sidewalk …you know that look … where the snowsuit is so 

bulky that arms and legs don’t really bend and small children look like the 

Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man!? My aunt stayed at the door, keeping a close 

eye on her independent little guy to see exactly where he was headed.   

 When he got to the end of the driveway, she watched as he stopped, 

looked around the neighborhood, sighed one of those really big sighs that fill 

up your whole body, making your arms go up in the air before you exhale and 



   

your entire body deflates. Then, he turned and flopped himself down onto the 

snowbank that lined his driveway, looking a little bit like a starfish on a 

white sand beach. My aunt watched for a few minutes as he laid there in the 

snow, then she put on her jacket and boots, walked to the end of the 

driveway, and asked if she could pick him up and carry him back inside. As 

my cousin got older, anytime he said he was going to run away from home, 

someone in the family would ask if he intended to go further than the end of 

the driveway or if they should just wait for him there!   

 Prevailing wisdom has changed over the years. For some time, my 

aunt’s decision to let him challenge her, within a safe environment, was the 

way to go. Later, specialists suggested that parents and caregivers should 

engage in conversation with their children, acknowledging their frustration 

and then logically discussing their plan for leaving because that would 

eventually dissuade them from going. More recently, it’s been recommended 

that parents simply tell children, “No,” explaining that they may not run 

away because “we belong to each other” and that when people belong to each 

other, even when they are frustrated and upset, they stay with one another.   

 Now, a quick disclaimer here that applies to any sermon I ever preach, 

any letter or article I ever write, or any story I ever tell; just so we are very, 

very clear. If you are in an unhealthy relationship, if you or someone you 

know and love is experiencing emotional, verbal, spiritual, or physical abuse 

– I will never suggest that you stay in that relationship. I don’t believe God 

wants you to stay in that relationship. This idea of belonging to one another 

does not apply to unhealthy or abusive relationships. Okay, back to your 

regularly scheduled programming … 

 This interaction between Jesus and Pilate is all about belonging. Pilate 

is trying to determine if Jesus claims to be the King of the Jewish nation. 

Jesus responds by asking questions of Pilate and then explaining that the 



   

kingdom to which Jesus belongs is not a political reality, which would have 

fit the current understanding of a “king”dom, but instead a spiritual reality.  

Ultimately, Jesus says, he and his disciples belong to a kingdom that is not 

earth-bound and that is not based in politics and violence. After all, he says, 

if it was about politics and power like an earthly kingdom, my followers 

would be fighting to free me right now!   

 This issue and question of belonging is one that continues to be of 

importance for us today. While children and youth often test the limits of that 

belonging when it comes to familial ties, the reality is that adults also test 

the boundaries of belonging. We test our belonging to our families, to our 

neighborhoods and communities, even to our nation. Sometimes we walk 

away for a bit to test out life without that particular community. Or, we take 

a stance that differentiates us or puts us at odds with those around us.   

Additionally, our faith often challenges us to identify ourselves 

differently than the world does. Each time we engage with someone we 

disagree with on Facebook or other social media where it’s easier to say 

things online that we might not say face to face, we’re challenged to identify 

what kind of community we belong to and what values we live. Each time we 

walk into a crowded store this season and interact with tired, often over-

worked and under-paid store employees or parents who are trying to make 

ends meet and still buy their kids something special for Christmas, we’re 

challenged to identify the community to which we belong by how we respond 

to those who are potentially living with more stress and anxiety than we can 

imagine. Every time we begin to think that we need more, or must do more, 

in order to be enough, we are challenged to remember that we belong to the 

community that gathers around Jesus and we are already loved 

unconditionally, as we are.   



   

So Pilate and Jesus go back and forth about kingship and kingdom and 

we hear this text as we celebrate what is known in the Christian Calendar as 

“Christ the King Sunday.” Christ the King Sunday is actually kind of 

problematic for us. Jesus doesn’t accept the title of king because it comes with 

too many cultural underpinnings of the time that don’t fit his vision of the 

world as God intends. He’s not looking for political power and might. He’s not 

looking to overthrow Roman rule or the powers of the empire. He’s not about 

to lead people into war and violence. Finally, Pilate seems to get a bit 

exasperated and he says, “So, are you a king or not!?” Jesus replies, “You say 

that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to 

testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”   

In Jesus, we learn that the truth is a stimulant for faithful living and 

witness and not just something to contemplate and study. In this way, truth 

becomes something that we can do rather than something we simply think. 

As I was growing up in the United Methodist Church, I was often taught that 

we are a covenantal church, not a creedal church. We are not required to all 

believe alike, but we agree to act alike because we belong to each other.   

We belong to each other and so we worship together. We belong to each 

other and so we pray for one another and encourage one another. We belong 

to each other so we engage in respectful dialogue, even when we disagree.  

We belong to each other and so we eat together, we share in fellowship, and 

we study together. We belong to each other and so we care for one another 

and we serve those beyond our walls together. We belong to each other and so 

we share our joys and our sorrows, our celebrations and our struggles, our 

thanksgivings and our laments.   

So, while we might, sometimes, think about running away … the truth 

of the matter is … we really can’t … because whether we like it much or not, 

we belong to each other, because we belong to Jesus. Amen.   


