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LEADERSHIP IN AN UNLIKELY PLACE ... THE CROSS!
Luke 23:33-43

Last Sunday we elected a new class of Elders for our church family.  We have a great group 
coming in and in a few weeks Katie and I will be doing some training with them.  We’ll be talking 
about “leadership” and their role as leaders in this congregation.  But the question that’s on my mind 
today, is where do we look for good examples of leadership?  I’m not really sure any more ....

Maybe we can find it in the White House or the Governor’s mansion, or in the corporate 
boardroom or the university president’s office.  These and others are the typical places where we look
for leadership.

We know that when good leadership happens ... then the entire community benefits.  After 
all, we’re all in this thing together ... in our community, our state, our country, our world and right 
here at church ... and the bottom line is that if ONE suffers, EVERYONE is the worse for it.  And so I 
don’t care if you are Republican or Democrat; liberal or conservative; fundamentalist or agnostic ... 
when leadership is poor or non-existent, then EVERYBODY suffers.  The vulnerable and the powerless
suffer more than the rest, but the entire social fabric is adversely affected ... am I right?

Well, today I want us to look in a different direction for leadership.  This direction can 
transform not only what happens in the White House, the Governor’s mansion, and every other 
high office where we look for leadership, but it can also transform the leadership each of us offers, 
however plainly and simply, in our community, our church, our family.  Let us look for Leadership in an 
Unlikely Place ... the Cross; and let us listen to the One who speaks there.


Today is the final Sunday of the church year, and the last Sunday after Pentecost.  I know, it is 

kind of strange ... especially with it only being November ... but that’s how it works.  Next Sunday is 
the first Sunday in the church year as we begin the season of Advent.  And actually today has 
another name: Christ the King Sunday.  On this Sunday, the last before the church year ends, we 
recognize the Kingship of Jesus.  We look not only to Christ who reigns forever in heaven and in 
each of our hearts through the Spirit, but we also look to Christ, the King at Calvary.  We look for 
leadership on the cross, and we FIND it there.

In Luke’s version of the Passion story, Jesus speaks three times from the cross.  Today’s 
Lectionary Gospel Lesson, Luke 23:33-43, includes only the first and second of these three 
statements from the cross, but I’ll be looking at all three:

 First, he talks about the people who put him on the cross.

 Second, he promises paradise to the thief who recognizes him as King.

 Then with his last breath, he places himself into God’s hand.


Yes, Leadership In An Unlikely Place ... and when we look to the cross – we are not
disappointed.  These three brief statements Jesus makes comprise a course in leadership of a kind all 
too rare.  They represent an example worthy of a King ... nonetheless, one that anybody can follow.  

If you haven’t figured it out yet, I try to avoid three point sermons.  I think they are too 
structured ... too predictable.  But this definitely dictates the direction we need to go this morning.  
Therefore the first point:
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1. There is a miscarriage of justice ... Jesus is beaten and condemned.  He’s taken to a place to 
be executed.  His hands and feet are nailed to a board.  The cross is raised into place.  And there he is 
left to die a death of shame before ALL the world ... a death that is slow, excruciating torture.

Under similar circumstances, there are some people who would lash out in defiance, others
become paralyzed by pain ... broken by their torture.  Jesus chooses a different alternative ... a regal
one ... one that shows his cross is not a trap, but a THRONE.  In this single act of history, Jesus 
destroys the notion, once and for all, that violence is the way to overcome our fear and 
misunderstandings.  From the cross ... his THRONE of choice ... Jesus shows the world that LOVE is 
stronger than hate; that LOVE conquers fear; that LOVE is the only thing that matters.  And he 
demonstrates this by making the most outlandish, audacious, contrary statement anyone (especially 
in his dire circumstances) has ever uttered: “Father, forgive them; they don’t know what they are 
doing.” It is a prayer, and in it Jesus forgives those who are mocking him, shaming him, killing him.  
They have condemned him by their words and action ... and he prays for them!  He excuses their 
ignorance, their hardness of heart, their thirst for blood, their moral blindness that drives them to 
put to death the Author of Life ... He excuses them in this simple, but oh, so PROFOUND act of LOVE: 
“Father, forgive them; they don’t know what they are doing.”

WHY does he do this?  Because HE sees them for whom they truly are.  Not powerful people, 
but people weak, ignorant, blind, and fearful.  In the midst of his execution, he recognizes how 
miserable their circumstances truly are.  And at the same time, he declares them redeemable.  God 
can forgive them.  God can open their eyes.  God can start them on a different road ... THAT IS THE 
POWER OF LOVE.

And so, my friends, there is leadership in this, because leadership means, even in the darkest 
moment, seeing with the heart of love past how things appear and recognizing how they can be.


2. The cross of Jesus stands between the crosses of two criminals.  One criminal berates Jesus, 
demanding that he save the three of them.  The other criminal rebukes the first, realizing that Jesus 
is innocent.  This criminal –– tradition calls him Dismas –– even recognizes Jesus as the true King.  
Very close to death, Dismas makes this wonderfully compelling, yet, bold request: “Jesus, remember 
me when you come into your kingdom.”  To this, Jesus responds: “Truly I tell you, today you will be with 
me in paradise.”

Jesus is a LEADER, but he is NOT a bureaucrat.  Bureaucrats put obstacles in the way of 
progress.  But Jesus is a leader and sees someone who has so little time.  What he does, is he seizes an 
opportunity.  No doubt, other opportunities require different strategies, but the vultures are circling 
Calvary, and soon both Dismas and Jesus will be dead men.  What motivates Dismas?  WE don’t 
know, and JESUS doesn’t ask.  He’s willing to take the criminal at his word and meet him again on the 
other side ... in paradise.

And so, once more my friends, there is leadership in this, because leadership means a willingness 
to risk, to seize an opportunity when the time is right, to believe people are better than their failures.


3. We only have one more recorded sentence that Jesus speaks before he succumbs to the 
cruelty of the cross and ends up as dead as anyone in a drawer at a city morgue.  He dies after 
saying a prayer ... a prayer that sums up his life and begins to make some sense of his death: “Into your 
hand I commit my spirit...”

Jesus is quoting a verse from Psalm 31 that goes on to say, “you have redeemed me, O Lord, 
faithful God.” (Psalm 31:5) Can you see that it is not a desperate prayer ... not a clinging to God just in 
case God exists kind of prayer?  NO ... this prayer is a declaration of faith, even a shout of triumph.  
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Jesus has done what he came to do ... to show the world what love is ... and now it’s time for him to go 
home.

The world of the Passion story is a world of cruelty and chaos.  2000 years ago in this world of 
Jesus, it appears that dignity and life were priced very cheap and justice within the human courts or 
with the authorities was pretty much non-existent.  [Do we find ourselves there sometimes today?  I 
think we do indeed.]  But in that chaotic, cruel world, Jesus remains steady at his CENTER ... at the CORE
of his being.  He does what he has to do ... walking the course as laid out, from the crowds’ adulation
on Palm Sunday ... to the scorn he encounters on Calvary.  And through it all, Jesus remains steady at
his center, a true King, because he knows that at his center ... God is there.  Jesus knows that not only 
HE, but the WHOLE WORLD, is somehow in God’s hands.

And so, there is leadership in this, because leadership means holding on to that commitment at
the CENTER, which is not YOURS only, but at the CENTER of EVERY person and EVERY place ... this CENTER
where God resides.


There is lots of leadership in the world.  Some of it is toxic, unsafe at any speed.  Some of it is 

just out to maintain the status quo ... keep things just the way they are.  But SOME of it CHANGES this 
old world for the better.

There is a huge, unending need for true leadership in the world.  Some positions have 
impressive titles, offices, budgets, expense accounts.  Others, no less important, depend more on face-
to-face relationships, and the titles are less obvious: mother, father, teacher, supervisor, friend ... this list 
goes on and on.


Yes, there are plenty of people out there who take a crack at teaching leadership.  Check any 

bookstore and you will find numerous titles on this topic, and probably there’s a little something to 
learn from every one of them.

But what we learn from the CROSS is simple, and continually challenging, and of immense
importance.

“Father, forgive them; they don’t know what they are doing.”
Leadership means, even in the darkest moment, seeing with the heart of love past how things 

appear and recognizing how they can be.

“Today you will be with me in paradise.”
Leadership means a willingness to risk, to seize an opportunity when the time is right, to believe 

people are better than their failures.

“Into your hand I commit my spirit...”
Leadership means holding on to that commitment at the CENTER, which is not YOURS only, but 

at the CENTER of EVERY person and EVERY place ... this CENTER where God resides.


Leadership in an unlikely place ... the cross.  

The approach might not make you very popular.  

It might even get you into trouble ... it sure did Jesus.  

But it will not be toxic leadership, 
... it will not prove ineffectual, 
... it will not merely make things a little better. 

... Eventually, after three days ... or longer ... THIS leadership will produce resurrection, new life, a 
world reborn.
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Amen and Amen.


