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When I was young, one of my favorite cartoons was the Smurfs – those happy little fictional blue creatures 
that lived in mushrooms somewhere in the forests of medieval Europe and spent their days gathering 
“smurfberries” and avoiding the constant threat posed by the evil Gargamel.  As was the case with many boys 
in my day, I went through a phase when I was pretty much obsessed with the Smurfs, and one of the 
manifestations of that obsession was the multitude of figurines and Smurf paraphernalia of all stripes with 
which I surrounded myself.  I had Smurf sheets on my bed.  I took Smurf vitamins.  I hung Smurf ornaments 
on the family Christmas tree.  I had stuffed Smurfs, plastic Smurfs, and wind-up Smurfs that walked on their 
own.  I had Smurf banks, Smurf drinking glasses, and of course, Smurf underwear.   

And so it should not have surprised anyone when I brought home the model church that I had built with 
popsicle sticks and cardboard cuts at Bible school one year, and promptly transformed it into the Church of 
the Holy Smurf.  The first step in accomplishing this feat was to attach the Giant Rubber Papa Smurf head 
that I had obtained from the top of my Smurf vitamins bottle over top of the cross on the steeple.  I then took 
my various Smurf figurines and arranged them in a semi-circle around the front of the start-up Smurf church, 
all facing another Papa Smurf figure who was, conveniently, stuck in declaratory pose.  I even found a place 
for the figure of evil Gargamel, as I placed him in hiding behind the church, just waiting to pounce on the 
faithful Smurfs who had gathered for worship. 

That Smurf church remained on prominent display in my bedroom for several years.  And it never occurred to 
me that there might be something wrong with my little Smurf church.  It was just a natural outgrowth of my 
childhood obsession with the characters of a well-marketed and fully merchandised cartoon series.  
Eventually I grew out of it, and the Smurf church became a casualty of my growing faith and maturing world-
view.   

Now, as I look back and remember the way that my obsession with the Smurfs so naturally fused with the 
expressions of my childhood faith, I could simply chalk it all up to the imaginative play of a boy living in a 
Christian home in the early 1980s.  But I think there is actually a lesson in it for all of us.  It might sound a bit 
far-fetched, but consider this: when I set up my little Smurf church, I didn’t simply have my Smurfs playing 
church.  I didn’t just set-up my Smurf figures around the church building – I actually transformed the church 
building and implicitly, the focus of the worship that occurred there.  Over the cross on the top of the steeple, I 
placed the head of a Smurf.  Looking at that set-up, it would be natural for an observer to conclude that the 
object of worship for the Smurfs gathered around that church was – themselves, or perhaps “smurfness.”   

Now I was certainly not thinking about all of this when I was 8 or 9 years old.  I just had a Smurf head bottle 
topper in my possession and it made a suitable church topper as well.  But the image and the memory raise 
important questions for me today when I think about that miniature church.   

Because when I look at many of the expressions of the Christian faith in America today, I am not so sure 
there is a great difference between them and my childhood Smurf church.  For just as my Smurfs gathered to 
worship not something greater than themselves, but rather an exalted image of themselves, I am convinced 
that much of American Christianity is simply a celebration of ourselves cloaked in religious piety, language, 
and tradition. Nowhere is this more evident than in the Christian retail industry, where there is apparently no 
limit to the amount of stuff you can sell in the name of Jesus.  For those of you who might not be quite as 
immersed in the pop Christian culture as I, here are a few of the self-declared Christian items I found for sale 
last evening in a quick internet search: 
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 Got bad breath? Try some “Last Supper After Dinner Mints” 

 Sweet tooth? The Jesus Pez dispenser is for you 

 Need a stocking stuffer for the grandkids?  How about some Jesus pencil toppers? 

 Got a booboo? Leave it to the healing power of Christ with some Jesus adhesive band aids 

 Find yourself in a tough spot?  No problem – just hit the Jesus “Easy Button” 

 Feeling both patriotic and religious?  A hat with an American flag bearing Ixthus fish can be yours. 

 And of course, there are always the T-shirts, ripping off the slogans of everything from Starbucks, 
Pepsi, Coke, Harley Davidson, and Ford Motor Company and transforming them into cutesy Jesus 
jingles.   

These were all quite enough for me, but some of the things I found stretched even my imagination.  I found an 
all penguins nativity, an “Answer Me” Jesus doll modeled after the classic Magic Eight balls that promises to 
give you answers to the question “What Would Jesus Do?”, and best of all, a Holy Spirit whistle inscribed with 
the words “Come Holy Spirit.”   

Now I am not saying that there is anything inherently wrong with any of this stuff.  But the fact is that Christian 
merchandise amounts to $4.6 billion annually in the US.  And just as my childhood obsession with the Smurfs 
had very little to do with the quality of the cartoon and everything to do with successful marketing strategies, 
so  the success of Christian retail has very little to do with the substance of the Christian faith and everything 
to do with our dominant culture of consumerism.  The fact is that within the Christian niche market, you can 
sell just about anything by slapping the name of Jesus on it.  And ultimately, it is not the name of Jesus that is 
lifted up by these products, but rather the Almighty dollar and the culture of consumption.   

Our text and our worship focus for this morning were chosen because this is the Sunday during the Christian 
liturgical year that is typically called “Christ the King” Sunday, or if we want to be more PC, the “Reign of 
Christ” Sunday.  It is the culmination of the Christian year, a celebration and recognition of Jesus Christ as 
eternal Lord of heaven and earth.  And this is a day in which we are very conscious of how we are lifting up 
the name of Jesus as such.  It is the day when we give ultimate answer to the question “Who is this Jesus?”   

Not coincidently, this Sunday also comes just before the season of Advent – the beginning of the Christian 
year – the time when we prepare ourselves to receive Christ the King anew into our hearts, minds, and lives.  
Thus, the Christ we proclaim this Sunday is the Christ we prepare to receive anew with the beginning of 
Advent next Sunday.   

Our forbearers who gave birth to the Christian liturgical calendar could never have imagined the context in 
which this observance now occurs for contemporary American Christians, falling as it does between the 
Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays.  But ironically, or providentially depending on your persuasion, Christ 
the King Sunday could not occur at a more appropriate time for us in this time and place.  For I cannot 
imagine a time of the year which reinforces and/or challenges the allegiances of Christians in America more 
than the secular Christmas season.   

By now, you have all hopefully had a chance to read the bulletin meditation for this morning.  It’s a transcript 
of a scene from the movie Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby, and I chose it because for me, its 
satirical humor illustrates more clearly than much theological commentary the discrepancy in American 
religious life between our consumeristic, self-serving culture and a religious piety that simply feeds into that 
culture.  For Ricky Bobby, Jesus is little more than a cosmic Santa Claus – the source of material blessing 
and prosperity.  And what’s more, Ricky Bobby feels perfectly fine in choosing the image of Jesus that suits 
him best – for him it’s the Christmas Jesus, cute and cuddly and yet still omnipotent as he says.  In this same 
scene in the movie, those gathered at Ricky’s table interrupt his grace to say how they like to picture Jesus.  
Not surprisingly, his adolescent son likes to picture Jesus fighting off evil Samurai.  And his buddy, Cal 
Naughton, Jr., likes to picture Jesus in a tuxedo T-shirt, because as he says, “It says I want to be formal, but 
I’m here to party too, and I like to party so I like my Jesus to party.” 



 3 

Those guys would have loved one of those web sites I found last night: a company called Fishermen, Inc. that 
sells a series of Jesus figurines that depict Jesus, always sporting the traditional robe and crown of thorns, as 
everything from a surfer to a mountaineer.  You can get him riding a bull or a harley, playing soccer or 
football, carrying an assault rifle or a “Will work for food” sign.   

There is a word that we could apply to this kind of religion that paints Jesus in our own image.  Idolatry – the 
worship of something or someone that is not God.  I believe that many of us within American Christianity have 
made Jesus into an idol, or better put, we have projected the worship of ourselves onto Jesus.  Seldom is it 
so blatant as we find it portrayed satirically in Talladega Nights or in the Fishermen, Inc. figures.  But it is 
perhaps even more disturbing in its more subtle forms.  Because more often than not, our self-serving, 
idolatrous images of Jesus contain just enough truth to be dangerous, picking and choosing the aspects of 
Jesus that suit and reflect our personal, cultural, or political values, and downplaying, dismissing, or denying 
those which do not.   

A historical example of this tendency would be Thomas Jefferson, who famously took scissors to his New 
Testament to eliminate references to the miraculous and supernatural in the gospels, so as not to challenge 
his worldview.  He was basically left with an Enlightened Sage Jesus.  There are plenty of other examples.  
There is the Success Guru Jesus of the Health and Wealth gospel preachers, the Politically Correct Jesus of 
the Mainline Liberals, the Mystical Experience Jesus of the New Agers, the Patriotic Jesus of the Civil 
Religion Folks, the Manly Redeemer Jesus of the Professional Athletes, the DaVinci Jesus of the Conspiracy 
Theory buffs, the Country Club Jesus of the rich and famous, and of course, the Christmas Jesus of those 
who prefer a cute and cuddly omnipotent baby to a condemned man dying on a cross. 

Catholic priest and sociologist, Andrew Greeley, comments on our need to create Jesus in our own image. He 
writes, “Much of the history of Christianity has been devoted to domesticating Jesus — to reducing that 
elusive, enigmatic, paradoxical person to dimensions we can comprehend, understand and convert to our 
own purposes. So far it hasn’t worked.”  That is because no matter how much we want to know and 
understand Jesus fully, there is infinitely more to Jesus than we can comprehend or capture.  Ultimately, no 
matter how hard we try, we can’t capture Jesus in just one image; we can’t reduce Christ to a slogan or a 
catch-phrase. 

Marcus Borg, in his book, Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, makes the simple but profound assertion 
that there is a strong connection between the images we hold of Jesus and how we think about and practice 
the Christian life.  If he is right, then one of the foremost questions we must ask ourselves as Christians is 
this: Who is this Jesus?  Just who is this one that I follow, in whom I trust, to whom I give my life? 

Our text from Colossians puts forward one possible answer: He is the image of the invisible God, the first 
born of all creation.  In him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.  Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase puts 
it this way: “We look at the Son and see the God who cannot be seen.  We look at this Son and see God’s 
original purpose in everything created.” 

This is an image of Jesus that shatters any other we can imagine.  This is an image of Christ that cannot be 
painted or peddled.  This is an image of a Christ that can only be worshipped.  This is an image of Christ that 
demands reverence.   

And this is the image of Christ we lift up on Christ the King Sunday.  This is the Christ into whom we are 
baptized and into whose likeness we strive to grow.  This is the Christ who simultaneously bids us to continue 
his work and come to him and find rest.  This is the Christ in whom we live and move and have our being.  
This is the Christ worthy of our worship.  This is the Christ who is both immanent and transcendent, above us 
and within us, known and unknowable, historical and eternal. 
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This is the Christ for whom we prepare our hearts to receive anew during the season of Advent.  Because no 
one can indwell this image of Christ and remain the same.  This Christ is always working on us, always 
transforming us, always recreating us, always provoking us toward greater Christlikeness.  

Any lesser image of Christ, and we run the risk of becoming like my little Smurfs, gathered around an image 
of ourselves.  Any lesser image of Christ and we enter the season of Advent preparing to receive a Christ we 
already know – a Christ that doesn’t get in the way of our holiday nostalgia and Christmas shopping. 

But today we proclaim the living Christ, who is the image of the invisible God, the first born of all creation, in 
whom all the fullness of God is pleased to dwell.   

As we enter this holiday season, may that proclamation and that mystery be for us our reason for celebrating 
and our reason for preparing our hearts, minds, and souls for an ever new indwelling of Christ’s spirit.  Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Spoken Prayer 
 
Son of God and Son of Man, You are… 
 
Holy One,  
Redeemer,  
Rabbi,  
Teacher,  
Word-Made-Flesh,  
God-With-Us,  
Messiah,  
Anointed,  
Lamb of God,  
First born of Creation,  
Image of the invisible God.  
 
Forgive us when we make you less than you are.  
Convict us when we make you more like we are. 
Challenge us when we think we know who you are.  
Call us when we don’t know who you are. 
Remind us when we forget who you are.   
Find us when we wander from where you are. 
 
Brother, Teacher, Friend – you are our Lord.   
In your name, we live and serve, pray and worship. 


