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In September last year a man strangled his three children and tried, unsuccessfully, to murder his 
wife as well.  At his sentencing earlier this year Robert Hodges broke down and, weeping,  cried 
out “My crimes are unforgivable.  May God forgive me.”  Judge David Rosenberg then 
sentenced Hodges to life in prison without possibility of parole, adding  “God may forgive you.  
The court does not.”	

With those words Rosenberg inadvertently identified the two kingdoms in which we live . . . the 
Kingdom of this world and the Kingdom of God.  	

Kingdoms of this world are not hard to identify . . . even as we in this nation find kings to be 
foreign to our cultural and personal experiences.  Earlier on, our concept of a kingdom was 
likely shaped by our relationship with the United Kingdom, or England.  The reigns of King 
George V (5/6/1910-1/20/1936) and King George VI (12/11/1936-2/6/1952) have been 
witnessed by some of us.  And each of us has witnessed the pageantry and the grace which 
surround Queen Elizabeth (2/6/1952 -present).  {{NOTE:  On 9/9/2015 Elizabeth became the 
longest-reigning British monarch, and the longest-reigning female monarch in world history.  On 
10/13/2016, at the age of 90 years, 175 days, she became the world’s longest-reigning current 
monarch{{. We have also witnessed the tragedy of Princess Diana and the tawdry tabloid 
coverage of her life, together with that of Prince Charles.  Their lives, their fortunes and their 
misfortunes continue to titillate and tempt historians even to this day.  Of late we have been 
awed by the immense wealth vested in the kings of the Middle East, who control their wealth 
selfishly and, however briefly or not at all, benevolently.  The kingdoms of this world are filled 
with mixed blessings.	

Nevertheless a monarchy retains its iron grip through heredity.  Our own nation was founded on 
the fierce reaction to the autocratic and implacable nature of a kingship.  A king rules solely by 
virtue of his blood line.  Once the royal family is in power, that family stays in power . . . for 
good and for ill.  	

So also in the history of Israel . . . although it is written that God appoints the kings . . .        
(Dan 2:21)   (Job 12:18)  one can make some observations about the quality of those chosen.	

Saul, Israel’s first king (1050-1010 BCE), had his mental and moral problems . . . as did David 
(1010-970 BCE), who was followed by Solomon, he of how many wives? (970-930 BCE).  If 
God was the Chooser in Chief, might it be said that God could not find the perfect candidate, 
and, therefore, had to settle upon whoever was available?	

After the division into two Kingdoms, the Southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin were ruled a 
cumulative 263 years by kings described by some parameters as “Good”, and ruled for 163.5 



 

 

years by kings described by those same parameters as “Bad.”  Then those two tribes were 
carried off into slavery for their sins (to Babylon in 586 BCE).  The Northern ten tribes of Israel 	
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were stuck for all of their 219 years ruled by kings labeled by those metrics as “Bad.”  After 
which their capital, Samaria, fell to the Assyrians (722 BCE), thus ending their history.	

All of these are part of the concept, “Kingdoms of this world”.  The definition of such is quite 
simple . . . the king rules autocratically and solely for his personal wealth and glory . . . unless 
he is caught up in the concept of “The Kingdom of God”  and then he rules according to a  
different set of guidelines.	

These guidelines can be simply stated:  “The Kingdom of God is that realm where God’s will is 
fulfilled and God’s rule is obeyed”.  Which is to say . . . it does not happen very often, if at all.	

And when the will of God, indeed, is attempted to be followed, it is like asking a candle to stay 
lit in a hurricane, and a butterfly to tame the tempest.  Nevertheless it is to the ruler of The 
Kingdom of God to whom we in this place are called to give our allegiance and our obedience.  
Our obedience to the reign of God necessarily brings us into direct and unfailing conflict with 
the Kingdom of this world, together with its reigning monarch.  And the kingdom of this world 
is the one in which we have the singular option to live.  And that ruler is the one with the power 
to dictate our community living, to whom we pay our taxes, and for what we pay them.	

“Render unto Caesar” has always been problematical . . . and it has never been more contentious 
than it is today.  	

The concepts of dictator and that of king are separated by a gossamer thread . . . and the 
distinction between the two is readily blurred, if not completely lost in translation.  	

Before he was elected, Donald Trump was compared to Adolf Hitler by political writers, together 
with writers who look at life primarily through a moral/ethical/religious lens.  Trump has not let 
those writers down in any sense.  Trump built his campaign on lies, on promises of building a 
wall, on the racial scapegoating of Mexicans and Muslims, on misogyny and on the denigration 
of African-Americans.  Not at all unlike Hitler’s scapegoating of Jews and Roma, and his 
murderous campaigns of extermination.  Hitler’s Third Reich and Trump’s “Make America 
Great Again” were founded on increasingly enriching the rich, further disabling the poor, and 
dismantling and destroying the safety nets for the disenfranchised that had been built during  
previous years.  These are moral issues which have been usurped by Right Wing Racists, by the 
resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan and translated by them into political issues.  The moral/ethical 
foundation of this worldly kingdom has not been skewed . . . it has been disregarded, it has 
been broken, it has been trampled upon, it has been destroyed.	

We need to resurrect the  prophet Amos to preach to the White House:                                                                                
“You sell the righteous for silver / / / you sell the needy for a pair of shoes / / /  you trample the 



 

 

heads of the poor into the dust of the earth / / /you turn aside (from) the way of the afflicted”   
(Amos 2:6ff).	
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“The lion has roared: who will not fear?  The Lord God has spoken; who can but                         
prophesy?”  (Amos 3:8).	

“I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies / / / let justice           
roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream”  (Amos 5:21ff).	

“Are we in a Bonhoeffer Moment?”  This question is being asked by critical/thoughtful writers,     
both political and religious.  “It is common to wonder what we would have done if we had lived 
in history’s previously most challenging times.  Christians often find moral guidance in the 
laboratory of the past – which is to say we learn from historical figures and communities who 
came through periods of ethical challenge better than others . . . looking back to learn from 
others who were able to discern faithful discipleship when their contemporaries could not. 
Bonhoeffer may help us out today. 	

“He and his co-conspirators were living in  a time and place in which the huge masquerade of 
evil threw all ethical concepts into confusion. . . . at a time in which evil appeared in the form of 
light, in the form of good deeds, in which evil appeared in the form of historical necessity . . . 
evil  in the form of social justice.  Evil readily co-opts good in every way and at every chance it 
gets . . . all for its own perverted and terrible purposes.”   “The devil continues to prowl like a 
roaring lion . . .” (I Pet 5:8) until evil, like mass shootings, becomes the norm, and we are no 
longer surprised by it.	

Hitler did this.  Trump is doing this.	

“Despite being committed to pacifism, Bonhoeffer was one of the first voices in Germany to 
offer public opposition to the regime . . . and twelve years after that address he was hanged  by 
the Nazis as a traitor        (Sojourners, February 2018, page 17).	

“We (in this nation today) live in a time of moral obscurity.  Whole communities and large 
demographic groups are divided (at war, it could be said), by competing truth claims.  The 
current administration promotes these divisions, (and) has acted, and continues to act, with the 
explicit support of many (primarily white) Christians, and the complicity of many more.  	

“Hitler fanned the flames of white nationalism in Germany by exalting the Aryan as the image  
of the idealized German and the future of humanity  So also, by comparison, Donald Trump  (op 
cit, page 17). 	

“What (also) is parallel between Bonhoeffer’s time and ours, is the call to freshly confess faith 
in ways that shape the church and form disciples with enduring capacity for the spiritual 



 

 

resistance, renewal, and transformation required for this moment in the world’s history”          
(op cit, page 23).	

Our text from Genesis serves as a beginning place.  Seven times in ten verses the word 
“Covenant” is used . . . and in each one God is stating “my covenant with you.”	
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The term is used often throughout scripture, and each time it speaks of the one-way nature of 
God’s covenant with God’s people.  God acts first.  Then God states the terms of the covenant.	

It is as if those first four words of Scripture, the unshakeable foundation of our faith,  were 
repeated over and over and over again.  It is recognition that humankind, in its propensity to 
forget,  must repeatedly be reminded:  “In the beginning, God . . .”  (Gen 1:1).	

“Never again will I destroy the earth (Gen 9:11) . . . I set my bow in the cloud, which shall be a 
sign of the covenant .  .” (Gen 9:13) . . . I will look upon it and remember my everlasting 
covenant (Gen 9:16).  	

Then to Moses on Sinai:  I have remembered my covenant . . . (and) I will bring you out from 
under the burden of the Egyptians . . . I will deliver you . . . I will redeem you . . . I will take 
you for my people . . . and I will bring you into the land which I swore to give to Abraham, to 
Isaac and to Jacob (Ex 6:6ff).  Later on, and again, at Sinai God reminds the people that God 
acted first:  “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt” . . . then the 
demand for response:  “(therefore) you shall have no other gods before me . . .” followed by the 
rest of the Decalogue.  (Ex 20:1ff).	

Any obedience demanded by God and from God’s chosen begins with the fact that God all ways 
in every way, acts in the beginning on behalf of the people.  God’s covenant with God’s people 
begins all ways with God’s prior activity, given with no strings attached . . . given solely by the 
grace of God’s salvific intention.  “God so loved the world . . .”  (Jn 3:16).	

Covenant.	

So it was, when he first arrived on the scene, Jesus came with that old-world-destroying 
pronouncement . . . that new-world-creating proclamation . . . that astonishing news:  “The 
kingdom of God is at hand.”  It is at hand in my person . . . the will of God is personified in me.  
Covenant.  Given.  This time, in person.	

And while, if it is to survive, faith knowingly and honestly must live in an unjust world, faith 
also must live in the kingdom of God.   And that kingdom necessarily clashes at every level 
with the unfair, tainted and tarnished kingdom of this world.  Although the world may not be to 
our liking, the world will hold at its center because it is God’s world.  That is the sign of hope 
for us. Towards the end of Scripture, the writer proclaims:  “The kingdom of the world has 
become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever”         
(Rev 11:15).	



 

 

“In the beginning, God . . .”  “In the end, God . . .”	

God does not go back on God’s covenant.  And now, at the beginning of another season of Lent, 
we are reminded of the cost of that covenant.  The terms have been paid in full by its creator.  	
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If people of faith are pondering this being a Bonhoeffer moment . . . equally this can be seen as a 
Daniel moment.  The book of Daniel is one of those intriguing parables and stories which tax the 
imagination and force the reader to discover the meaning and the moral behind it.            	

King  Nebuchadnezzar ordered strict obedience to all of his evil decrees, and demanded 
complete and absolute loyalty from his own subjects, as well as obedience from the foreigners:  
Daniel and his cohorts.  The penalty for not obeying was the lion’s den . . . and, before that, the 
fiery furnace. The king . . . the dictator, made decrees that were unjust and immoral . . . and the 
decrees were targeted at Daniel and the three.  The king’s servant (Ashpenaz) added insult to 
injury by re-naming the four with Babylonian names:  Belteshazzar, Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego  (Dl 1:3ff). Their true identities, given at birth, were not good enough for the dictator.	

He needed to remake them in his own image.  He demanded that they renounce their own 
heritage and live as if their history began with their deportation.  Thus the king further 
dehumanized his captives.	

Nevertheless they refused to comply and bow down.  They remained standing.  And they were 
thrown into the furnace.  After that failed, then to the lions.  In each case, they were delivered by 
an unidentified personification of God.  	

The book of Daniel is the classic example of the two kingdoms locked in never-ending conflict.  
In fact, I make the argument that every book in the entire Bible can be read through this same 
lens.	

In this nation, the times are similar.  We, and our elected representatives, are being asked to bow 
down to a dictator-king, who holds himself above the law.  He makes his own laws as he goes 
along, all according to his mood of the moment.  This dictator-king targets his decrees at those 
he disdains and despises.  And he calls  upon the entire populace to bow down to his monolithic 
and immoral decrees.	

The response of we who dwell in the kingdom of God is well-spoken by The Rev. Dr. William 
Barber, he of the Moral Mondays Movement.  “We are in some fiery times right now,” spoke 
Barber.  “But bowing down is not an  option.  I serve (the) one who was born in the time of 
another narcissistic maniac named Caesar.  They hung him  high, they stretched him wide, but 
that brown-skinned Palestinian Jew, that revolutionary, did not bow down and neither can we.  
One day we will be able to bow – when we stand before the Lord.  When the lion lies down with 
the lamb (a mis-quote of Isa 11:6).  When the rough places are made smooth, the crooked places 
are made straight, the mountains are made low, and the glory of the Lord is revealed.  We can 
bow then.	



 

 

“But until then, stand.  When there’s nothing left to do, stand.  Watch the Lord see you through.  
And after you’ve done all you can, stand.  Because bowing down is not an option”  (Sojourners, 
March, 2018, page 20).	
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The two kingdoms all ways . . . and always . . . will be in conflict.  Nevertheless the covenant 
made by God and given to us by God, remains constant.  We are called to stand tall in the 
shadow, and in the light, of that covenant.	

No matter the dictator asks us to bow down, we must stand in defiance, as a matter of our daring 
to rely on the covenant.	

“In the beginning, God.”  First, last, and always.	

Amen.	

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

	


