“‘Oh Happy Day!’”
Psalm 100

In a recent issue of The Presbyterian Outlook, Donald McCall, a retired Presbyterian preacher, told of an experience he once had while serving on The Nebraska Board of Parole. And he goes on to tell of the impact that this experience had on his old theological underpinnings, and consequently the impact the experience had over his future preaching.  Donald McCall writes:

“Like delayed post-traumatic stress syndrome, it all flashed back to me last Sunday during our monthly Communion service.

“My wife, who is an elder, was serving and therefore I was alone in our customary pew.  Having administered the sacrament for over 50 years, I’ll admit that I wandered off mentally for a moment or two, but when I focused on the bulletin again I wondered to myself, ‘Whatever happened to confession during Communion?’  Oh, yes, there was a printed paragraph of Confession at the earlier part of the service.  But it certainly didn’t leave me sitting there under a deep conviction of sin.  Shouldn’t I be experiencing a new sense of pardon…of my sins being expunged?”
“My post-traumatic mind raced back to my parole board days.  I remember a letter from a man who was requesting that the parole board recommend him for a hearing before the board of pardons (composed of the governor, the attorney general and the secretary of state.)  Parole boards can parole but only the pardon board can grant a pardon…and frankly they are rarely granted.  But this man’s letter had a haunting phrase in it that kept coming back to my mind.  He was quite old and wanted a pardon so he could meet his savior ‘not as a convicted felon’ but as a man worthy of the life he had been given to live in this world.”
“In the next few days I researched his file.  He was convicted for murder.  I almost quit researching right there.  Murderers are rarely pardoned.  He had been sentenced to life in prison in 1956.  In 1970 his sentence as commuted to a term of 25-45 years.  I kept on reading.  He had done the time required by his sentencing judge and had an excellent prison record with many commendations.  Years later he was paroled to another state where he became a groundskeeper for the state, and later he was promoted to head groundskeeper.  He remarried.  He became a member of Kiwanis, a Presbyterian elder, a benefactor to society, and he hadn’t even received a much as a parking meter violation in the more than 20 years he had been out of prison.  In our correspondence, I grew more and more in my admiration of what he had achieved in life since his parole.  We unanimously recommended him for a hearing before the board of pardons.”

“When the day of his hearing before the pardon board arrived, a large crowd had gathered in the governor’s hearing room.  Television cameras from several stations were lined up against the north wall, and there was only standing room left for the many who came to support him.  He sat at a small table in front of the board.  They were sitting on a raised dais.  Even I was a bit intimidated by the power represented by the three members of the pardons board.”

“The governor convened the hearing.  He asked for the recommendation of the parole board, and then the questioning began.  The offender was alone without legal counsel.  He read his statement indicating his request for a pardon and including many substantiating facts and statements.  His wife also spoke on his behalf.”

“Then it came time to vote.  It was an emotionally charged moment when the governor finally announced the decision of the board of pardons and granted him his pardon.”

“There was a moment of hushed silence.  Then a small outburst of praise to God that had been building up within him for over 30 years, ‘Thank God.’  Then someone cried out, ‘Praise God.’  Then a few cries of ‘Praise Jesus’ and ‘Thank you Lord.’  Soon there was a burst of shouting and rejoicing as people praised and thanked God for this man’s pardon.  Everyone approached him to embrace him.  Tears flowed freely.  The governor graciously called for a brief recess.”

“I sat there stunned by what I was witnessing.  I said to myself, ‘I’m an ordained Presbyterian minister.  I pronounce the declaration of pardon every Sunday from the lectern during the course of the morning liturgy.  We read the confession of sin as it is printed in the bulletin, and then I say ‘Friends, believe the good news of the Gospel: In Jesus Christ you are forgiven (pardoned).’ In over 50 years of preaching I have never to this day ever heard anyone say ‘Praise God’ or ‘Thank you Jesus.’  Nor have I ever seen tears of thanksgiving streaming from the eyes of the congregants.  Instead we go quickly right on to the Gloria Patri and then to the Passing of the Peace…as if nothing had happened.’”
“So I ask again: Whatever became of our conviction of sin?  Our sense of pardon?”

“I think that the next time the declaration of pardon is pronounced during the Sunday morning liturgy, I’m going to stand up and shout, ‘Praise Jesus.  Thank you Lord!’  Well…maybe I’ll just do it as a response in my own mind.  I don’t think we could handle a recess in the midst of worship.”

I hope you enjoyed that story.  I hope it spoke to you and had meaning for you.  And I also hope that the reading of Psalm 100 spoke to you, because this Psalm and the story I just read go hand in hand.  And Psalm 100 also seems to be a very fitting scripture reading for today.  The psalm calls for praise, joy and thanksgiving, a very fitting call for the Sunday before Thanksgiving, don’t you think?  But the reason for our praise, the reason for our worship, and the reason for our joy is the knowledge that our Lord is God.  Remember now that the psalmist is calling “all the earth” to claim this awareness.
You see, today is not only the Sunday before Thanksgiving.  Today is also Christ the King Sunday.  Today is a day when we reflect upon the knowledge that Christ now reigns as Lord and King of the whole universe.  And this is a reality that should lead to tremendous joy, and praise, and thanksgiving.  Almost reflexively we should cry out with blessings toward his name.  “Thank you Jesus.”

“Why?” You may ask.  Well, the psalmist tells us: “For the Lord is good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.”

I cannot tell you the number of times I’ve had someone come to speak with me in my office, or confide in me from a hospital bed, or sometimes it may be a stranger who begins to bare their soul once they realize that I’m a pastor.  So many times people will speak of the burden of guilt they continue to carry, and carry, and carry – year after year after year.  And quite often they will speak of God as a distant reality in their life – a reality from which they feel estranged and cutoff.  And many times I have a sense that some people feel as if their lives have passed them by; that they have somehow passed a point of no return; that sometimes they live with a sense of hopelessness.
Friends, today’s scripture reading reminds us that our monarch is a good and gracious king, a loving ruler whose faithfulness never ends.

I don’t care what mistakes you may have made in the past.  I do hope you learn from them and seek to grow from the lessons in your past.  But the good news of our faith is that the mistakes of our past have been pardoned.  Your sins are expunged.
Can I hear a “Thank you Jesus!”?  Can I hear a “Praise God!”?  

Friends, that’s why we, as Christians, reflexively make a joyful sound to the Lord in Worship.  That’s why we, as Christians, enter God’s gates with thanksgiving and bless God’s name by saying “Praise God!” and “Thank you Jesus!”

Our God is a good and loving God, who never, never ever gives up on us.  And we look to our future with hope, because we live in the knowledge that God will be with us in our future - generations, after generation, after generation.  And this is the knowledge that fills our worship with great joy and thanksgiving.

David A. Cagle
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Christ the King Sunday
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