Last Sunday After Pentecost - Christ the King Sunday 

November 21, 2010
The Reverend Christopher Craun

“Paradise is there, behind that door, in the next room; but I have lost the key.
Perhaps I have only mislaid it.” Amen. 

“Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.” Well.  Those words are much more comforting than the ones we heard last week when Jesus tells his followers, “They will arrest you and persecute you… You will be betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and they will put some of you to death.” I think I’ll take Paradise, thank you very much! Mind you, Jesus is saying these words of paradise while hanging from a cross, between two criminals, at a place called The Skull.  So what is this paradise he speaks of?

 I recently watched this episode of Oprah.  Don’t judge me.  Any Oprah fans would be on the edge of their seat right now thinking – she’s talking about paradise… she’s mentioning Oprah… Oh my goodness, this is the episode when we all get to go to Auuuustraliaaaaaaaaaaaa! But no.  We are not going to Australia. This is also not the episode when you get a car, and you get a car, and you get a car.  Sorry.  This was an episode that told a story of a family that had to go through that in-between time; that time in-between tragedy and hope, that time in-between overwhelming grief and new life; that time that is much like the time we are brought to today in our recounting of the crucifixion on the eve of a new season. This is the story of the Coble family. 

“On the day after her son Kyle’s 5th birthday, Lori Coble loaded up her minivan with her small children – Kyle 5, 4-year-old Emma and 2-year-old Katie – and her mom, Cindy.  They had spent the day at a mall that had a Ferris wheel for the kids to ride.  As nap time neared, the family got back in the minivan and headed home.  Lori hit a line of backed-up traffic as she tried to exit the highway.  While stopped, she turned around and caught Katie starting to fall asleep and tickled her toes.  

Just then, a big rig loaded with 40,000 pounds of cargo going 55 miles per hour slammed into the back of Lori’s minivan and demolished it.  Lori was knocked unconscious, and the children were severely injured.  The trauma was so severe, emergency medical officials had to split the family up.  They sent Cindy and Lori to one hospital, Kyle and Katie to another, and Emma to a third.  Lori’s husband and father of the children, Chris was at work when authorities notified him of the accident.  He rushed to the hospital where Lori and Cindy had been taken.  When he arrived, he was brought to a small room near the ER and the doctor told him that his 2-year-old Katie had died.  A few minutes later, the hospital where his 4-year-old Emma was taken called.  Emma had died.  Chris had to tell Lori that the girls had both died.  He then rushed to the hospital where Kyle had been admitted.  While Kyle’s eyes were open, the doctors informed him that Kyle’s brain had not been receiving any oxygen and they recommended taking him off life support.  Lori was transported to Kyle’s hospital where she and Chris said their goodbyes together, and held their hands on his chest until his heart stopped beating.  

In a single day, in a single moment, Chris and Lori lost their three beautiful children.  They had to enter the door of their once playful and joyful home and walk into what they described as deafening silence and loneliness.  I have spent a lot of time reflecting on this story.  I had to wonder how I would respond pastorally to such an incredibly tragic loss.  I thought about in what ways I would hope this community would console the parents and how we could walk with them through their grief.  I thought about this day – Christ the King Sunday.  This day that places us in between our season after Pentecost and before our season of Advent; this day that makes us look up at the cross where Jesus hung without a time of Lenten preparation, without a time of readiness; this day that juxtaposes love and brutal death.  

So this day is where Oprah and I have different feelings about the meaningfulness of the Cobles’ story.  Three months after the accident, Chris and Lori decided to try to have more children.  For medical reasons, they tried in vitro fertilization.  Almost exactly a year after Kyle, Emma and Katie died, Lori gave birth to triplets – a boy and two girls.  Oprah declared it a miracle.  But I believe the miracle lies somewhere else.  For me, the power of this story was not in the happy ending – it was in the depths of the pain and sorrow that Chris and Lori felt.   

Khalil Gibran wrote, “Paradise is there, behind that door, in the next room; but I have lost the key. Perhaps I have only mislaid it.” Chris and Lori had to make a commitment to themselves and one another to not be defined by the tragedy they faced.  They had to make a commitment to face the grief and hold each other through the in-between time.  They had to choose to be a force of love in a reality of loss.  Their story is not a story of salvation - they were not saved from the circumstances that they endured.  But they endured.  With God.  And that is what we have the opportunity to choose.  
As Jesus hung from the cross, the soldiers and one of the criminals next to him mocked him, saying, “If you are the King of the Jews…If you are the Messiah, save yourself!” But Jesus did not come down from the cross, he did not save himself.  Writer David Ewart says, “The salvation of Jesus is not about miraculous changing of circumstances.  It is about God’s relationship with us – that endures, survives, and persists through all circumstances.” That is what Christ the King Sunday is about.  It is not about the journey to the cross.  It is not about the hope for the resurrection.  It is about the moment.  The moment that we are not saved from tragedy, the moment that we are not saved from pain, the moment that we are not given the miracle we pray for, but the moment that we renew our trust in God’s relationship to us.  The Kingdom of God, the reign of God now, in this moment.  Amen. 
