
Crowns Down 
This Tuesday in the Armenian Church sacred calendar, is the Feast of Saint Abgar, the first Christian King.  From the tile, this 

feast doesn’t seem particularly relevant. Mention saints and kings and we see images of bearded men in purple robes, a 

golden halo echoing, a golden crown and gold rings on every finger.  Saints and kings seem far removed from our everyday 

lives as Christians.  But as we will see today, Abgar’s road to glory-as for any Christian-passed by way of the humble and 

ordinary struggles of every day.  Recalling his story each year at the beginning of Advent will always be relevant and timely 

as we look forward to a new year with a renewed spirit in the birth of Christ. 

Though Abgar was a king and a would-be saint, none of us come to Jesus by our own glory and strength. In fact, it is often 

the illusion of our own glory and strength, the invisible crown we wear, which keeps us from thinking we need God at all.  

It’s usually not until we fall down and break our crowns-because of sickness, sin, loss, emotional or physical distress that we 

go seeking God.  This is exactly how it was for Abgar, who sought Jesus to cure his chronic disease. He wrote a letter to 

Jesus, preserved to this day in Syriac, Greek and Armenian, revealing a man desperately clinging to his own power to heal 

himself.  

Abgar, ruler of Edessa, to Jesus the good physician of the country of Jerusalem, greeting. I have heard the reports 

of you and your cures performed without medicines or herbs. For it is said that you make the blind to see and the 

lame to walk…and that you heal those afflicted with lingering disease, and raise the dead...I have therefore written 

to you to ask you if you would take the trouble to come to me and heal all the ill which I suffer. For I have heard that 

the Jews are murmuring against you and are plotting to injure you. But I have a very small yet noble city which is 

great enough for us both. 

There are seeds of faith in Abgar’s request, but those seeds are immature and prideful. True Abgar has sought Jesus out, 

but surely this wealthy man has tried every other doctor, medicine and herb before desperately looking up Jesus. It’s clear 

Abgar sees him merely as a physician, not the doctor and creator of his soul.  Pride also chokes Abgar’s faith. He asks Jesus 

to come his way, and concludes by offering to buy Jesus’ care with a share of his kingdom. If we think that such behavior is 

unbefitting of a would-be saint, that’s because we’ve forgotten what is a saints.  They start out just like you and me. And 

isn’t Abgar’s letter to God just like our beginner prayers?  We ask for things. We have a vision of how things are supposed to 

go and ask God to come our way, not go his. We bargain with God as if equals, do this for me God and you’ll be a big part of 

my life; I’ll give you a share of my kingdom. 

Jesus’ answer to Abgar, and to all of us who are beginning to seek him, is at once a disappointment and a blessing.  “Blessed 

are you who hast believed in me without having seen me,” begins Jesus’ return letter; but then it goes on to take wind from 

Abgar’s sails.  “I cannot come to you, writes Jesus, for I must fulfill all things for which I was sent. But when this is done I will 

send you my disciple.” King’s aren’t used to hearing no, this must have been hard for Abgar. Jesus won’t come my way, he 

won’t come soon and won’t even come in person?  But it is just here-in our disillusionment with our image of what God 

should be-that we come to see God as he is; and God is full of surprises.  

God does not come to Abgar or any of us from on high-with crowns and halos-his Spirit works through the ordinary things 

we encounter in the day to day.  As tradition holds, before Jesus sends his return letter to Abgar, he takes an everyday 

piece of cloth, puts the towel to his face, and imbues that cloth with his holy presence. He sends this ordinary towel to 

Abgar as if to say, you don’t need a doctor and I don’t need your kingdom; you are healed by gazing on my image, not 

gazing at your own. See my face, and you see me, no matter where you are, and no matter where you think I am. I am with 

you and will make you whole.  

Jesus Christ is full of surprises then and now. He comes to us in the everyday stuff of life. The bread and wine of the 

Eucharist, the words of Holy scripture, everyday service of a stranger or friend. We know this happens in this blessed 

sanctuary, but this whole world is given to us as sanctuary. This whole world is a place which reveals to us, in the most 

ordinary of things, the glory and healing comfort of the God who created us in love (Fr. Theophan Whitfield). 

So today as we celebrate the Feast of Saint Abgar, the first Christian King, let us remember that we are all kings and queens, 

who won’t know much about Our Lord until we put down our crowns and admit that we don’t have all the answers.  And let 

us remember that all the saints were ordinary saints; who eyes, ears and hearts have just become opened and ready to 

gaze on Christ, and be surprised at his presence in every tiny corner of this world which He created, and offers us in love; 

now and always, amen. 


