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The Seventh Wise Man: I Want No King

Isaiah 9:2-7
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
An interesting phenomenon has taken place throughout the world. It began on September 17, 2011 in Liberty Square in Manhattan’s Financial District, and has spread to over 100 cities in the United States and actions in over 1,500 cities globally. It was first known as Occupy Wall Street, but now has taken on many names, depending on its location – Occupy Detroit, Occupy Madrid, Occupy Ann Arbor.

It began as a grass roots outcry against what the Occupy Wall Street website calls “the corrosive power of major banks and multinational corporations over the democratic process, and the role of Wall Street in creating an economic collapse that has caused the greatest recession in generations.” 
While I certainly have my opinions, as I am sure you have – sympathetic or not – about these protesters, I do know that I am not smart enough to stand up here and tell you whether they are right or wrong. I do believe they represent a sentiment in our society that needs to be a part of the national dialogue. However, the reason I am bringing this to our attention today is not to look at what they stand for, but how they are standing for it.

In these occupy demonstrations there is great intentionality that no one is the leader of the movement. They are trying to create a purely democratic process where everything is done by consensus, and no person or group is the leader. And instead of creating winners and losers by voting on opposite proposals, they try to create something new out of differing ideas. Many find this admirable. In fact the polity in some churches like Quakers, if I am not mistaken, is based on the concept of consensus. Even the United Methodist Church has played with this idea of consensus building rather than voting on diametrically opposed resolutions. I am not sure we have been very successful with it. We always end up voting, and we seem to always come away with winners and losers.

There have been a lot of comparisons between Occupy Wall Street with the other “grass root” movement of late, the Tea Party. Depending on whom you read, some will make one group “more grass roots” or “more in line with public opinion” than the other. But even those sympathetic with Occupy Wall Street question whether their strategy can really generate any change. If you don’t have someone leading, or a chosen representative to carry the banner to the places where laws and policies can be changed, is there any hope of making a difference?

I think many would agree that the general philosophy between Occupy Wall Street and the Tea Party is radically different, but what I find fascinating is what seems to be a radical similarity. Neither group wants a particular entity to have control over their lives. They don’t want a particular group of people to “lord” over them. For Occupy Wall Street it is big business, the financial sector, those who have become “too large to fail,” so they feel we are held hostage to their over indulgences. For the Tea Party is “big government.” They feel that government too tightly controls them; has too much say in who they are, what they can do, who they can be. Neither group wants something or someone else controlling who they are.

That was the seventh wise man’s problem. The last thing he needed was someone else to tell him what he needed to do and who he should be. So even though he had studied with the other wise men, saw the same signs, knew the same prophecies, he refused to go and search for this new king, because, he thought, that was the last thing he needed in his life – someone else to rule over him.
There were the assumed three wise men, who actually made the journey to search out this newborn king whom we have come to know as Jesus the Christ. We have 2,000 years of history and writings and faith sharers to help us understand who Christ is. What an absolute act of faith it must take to be the first to read the signs, trust the prophecy, and take the journey to seek out this one that can change history and give to us life as it was meant to be.

In Henry Van Dyke’s imagination there was a fourth wise man who made the journey, but never made it to the Christ child in the traditional way. And in our imagination there are the fifth, sixth, and seventh wise men who chose not to journey to seek the Christ child. And while they are fictitious characters, their excuses not to seek the Christ are anything but fictitious, and may very well be excuses you and I use not to seek the Christ.

The fifth wise man just wasn’t prepared to tackle a journey that may very well be a hard road to take. But what he found is often times the easy way is in fact no way. The sixth wise man couldn’t see how he could fit it into his busy schedule, but found that his priorities were actually counter productive to what he needed in life. Our seventh wise man was a proud man, or maybe an insecure man. Either way he wasn’t ready to go looking for someone that would be ruler over him. It already seemed as though there were too many things, too many people dictating his life. He didn’t want to look for one more to “lord” over him. Just the opposite, he wanted to be free. Kings don’t set you free. They command you to servitude. He wanted no part of this new king.

It is curious. In our faith we tend to perpetuate archaic language and expect it to be relevant to hearers today. We often talk about Christ as king, yet we really have no working knowledge of king, kingship, kingdom. David Church raised that issue with me a couple of weeks back – how we automatically use certain words and phrases because they have been part of the Christian Language for 2,000 years, and while our faith grows and our circumstances change, often our language does not and it begins to lose its capacity to communicate the life changing movement of God that we find in Jesus Christ.

Could that be true with our understanding of Christ as King? In our Christian calendar we still have “Christ the King Sunday.” Our hymns are riddled with images of kingship:


Come, Thou Almighty King, help us thy name to sing

All Creatures of our God and King, lift up your voice with us and sing


O Worship the King, all glorious above

Let all the world in every corner sing, my God and King

King of kings, and Lord of lords; and he shall reign for ever and ever


      (That one’s not in our hymnal but many of you can sing it to me by heart.)

Just start flipping through the hymnal. You are going to need an abacus to tally all the “kings” you will find.
And it’s not like we don’t know what a king is. It is certainly a part of our vocabulary. There are still kings in the world, although I am not sure any reign in the same manner as in the time of Jesus, or even into the middle centuries. Most monarchs with whom we are familiar are figureheads at best, ceremonial positions, while the real governance goes on around them. And maybe that is the other side of the problem with referring to Christ as King. We don’t take the position seriously anymore. We don’t have a working knowledge of the role a king once played.

The seventh wise man did, which is why he was not eager to seek after another king. The language may be archaic, but the emotions are not. The seventh wise man didn’t want someone else telling him what to do, how he should act, who he should be, and neither do you or I. 

For my pleasure reading, I have been reading the Game of Thrones series. It is full of kings and princes, and king wannabes. They fight for power and position and wealth. They expect undying loyalty, a fealty where all that is yours ultimately belongs to the king. Your life is at the king’s disposal. The king is the final authority. The king’s whim is the law of the land. Even good kings expect total loyalty to every decision no matter how capricious, irrelevant or wrong. And they gain their power through violence.
When the church talks about Christ as King it seems to relate the same concept – undying loyalty, a fealty where all that is ours ultimately belongs to God. Our lives are at Christ’s disposal. We looked to Christ as our final authority. Friends, I believe that is a good and right thing to do. So why do we resist it so much? Along with the seventh wise man, why do we refuse to journey to the newborn king?

First I believe we live in a time and a place where radical individualism has taken over a concept of community, which I think is neither Christian nor good for us as individuals. One way that manifests in my own life that Karla is good to remind me of is that when I am driving around town, I am always frustrated with bikers and pedestrians who aren’t considerate of what I assume is my right of way. When I am biking, I am always frustrated with cars and pedestrians who aren’t considerate of what I assume is my right of way. When I am walking, I am always frustrated with cars and bikers who aren’t considerate of what I assume is my right of way.
Do you catch the theme going on there? It doesn’t matter what mode of transportation I am doing, people should part for me. The world should change around what I am doing. We witness, experience, and even participate in that kind of radical individualism every day. If that is how we approach life, why would we seek after a “king” to “lord” over us?

And sometimes the Church is its own worst enemy. As a human institution we are simply God’s tool to help the world understand how much God loves this very creation and especially you who are in it. But as a human institution, the church falls victim to imperfection. And yet often it likes to speak for God as if it were God. And so when the Church falls victim to being capricious, irrelevant, and even wrong sometimes, it falsely sets God up as the one who is capricious, irrelevant, and wrong. Why would we seek after such a king?

Unfortunately we are relegated to the limits of our language. Christ as king might be the closest we can come to articulate that if there is one to whom our loyalty, our fealty should belong, it is this one who comes to us as a child and lives his life as a testament to God’s love for us. He is not capricious, but compassionate. He does not dictate on whims, but with wisdom. He does not seek power through violence, but demonstrates the power of love. He does not demand your loyalty, but invites you into relationship.

Christ is not king, as we understand that in human form. But he is one who the seventh wise man should seek, as should the Tea Party and Wall Street Occupiers, and you and me. For in this king is the freedom that gives life back to us.
The SEVENTH Wise Man


First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor
Sunday, December 11, 2011





Page 2

