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The Redemption of Anakin Skywalker 
(Sunday School, 8:00am, & Worship, 10:30am, 5/31/15) 
 
 
Clips from Return of the Jedi shown prior to message during worship: 

• Obi Wan’s spirit confirms for Luke that Darth Vader is his father 
• Luke insists to Leia that he has to confront Vader, because he believes there is still good in him 
• Vader saves Luke from the Emperor 
• Luke removes Vader’s mask, who says “tell your sister, you were right…” 

 
 
I know that the general consensus is that Empire is the better of all six Star Wars films, but Return of the 
Jedi has always been my favorite. Perhaps its because I was right in a specific target audience the film 
attempted to entertain with its introduction of the Ewoks. I actually remember watching the made-for-
television Ewok movie Caravan of Courage and enjoying it at the time. 
 
Anyway, beyond its introduction of a furry species I’ve heard described as “deranged, demented Furbies,” 
Return of the Jedi was the culmination of the Original Trilogy. Everyone who saw it was on board with 
the story by that point, and waiting to find out the truth about Vader’s revelation to Luke that “I am your 
father.” And what we get in the final episode is in many ways a pivotal change of perspective: the original 
trilogy ceases to be just about Luke’s journey, and now includes that of Anakin Skywalker. And, 
specifically, his redemption. 
 
Add in the Prequel Trilogy released decades later, and we see that the overarching story arc of the Star 
Wars Saga is about Anakin – his rise, his fall, and his redemption. In no small part because Luke himself 
sees the good in his father and does not despair of reaching him, we get a story that is the Gospel 
According to Luke… in more ways than one.  
 
We could follow the narrative thread in many ways, but let’s stick with Return of the Jedi for now. Luke 
confronts Yoda and Obi Wan about what Vader has told him, and they confirm that yes, Darth Vader is 
indeed Anakin Skywalker, Luke’s father. Both of his mentors seek to warn Luke of the power(s) of the 
Dark Side.  
 
Yoda warns Luke:  
 

“Remember, a Jedi’s strength flows from the Force. But beware. Anger, 
fear, aggression. The dark side are they. Once you start down the dark 
path, forever will it dominate your destiny.”  

 
For his own part, Obi-Wan tells Luke that  
 

“Your father was seduced by the dark side of the Force. He ceased to be 
Anakin Skywalker and became Darth Vader. When that happened, the 
good man who was your father was destroyed…” 

 
Perhaps it was because of my introduction to these concept in Star Wars that I came to understand the 
spiritual reality of evil, and how evil warps and devalues and changes a human being, as I have. The most 
basic narrative of both Israelite and Christian theology is that God created human beings good, but by 
forces outside our control we are broken and messed up; we are all-too-often seduced by evil ways; we 
make choices that diminish the very nature of whom we are. 
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While Genesis tells us, “God created humanity in God’s own image, in the divine image God created 
them…,” (1:27) and that “God saw everything he had made: it was supremely good” (1:31), Romans 3:23 
teaches us that “all have sinned and fall short of God’s glory.” We seem to understand this narrative, that 
we are not fully the people we are created to be. Perhaps it’s because we see it in daily life: we start out 
good, but something happens, and we’re changed, tarnished, broken. We don’t live up to our expectations 
of our selves, and others disappoint us. 
 
What is it that mars and breaks us? In part, our indulgence of what we call “human nature.” Selfishness, 
pride, and their related desires that drive our decisions for personal fulfillment regardless of whether it 
conflicts with others’ well-being or God’s desires for us. We make choices – intentionally or even 
subconsciously – that blur a bit of the reflection of God’s love and grace that we are created to be. 
 
Paul shares about it well in his letter to the Romans when he talks about how he is conflicted inside: 
 

So I find that, as a rule, when I want to do what is good, evil is right there with me. I gladly agree 
with the Law on the inside, but I see a different law at work in my body. It wages a war against 
the law of my mind and takes me prisoner with the law of sin that is in my body. (Romans 7:21-
23, CEB) 

 
Paul names a struggle that is real for many: the good he wants to do, he doesn’t; but the very thing he 
does not want to do, that’s what he tends to do. Our human nature often seems to keep us from living up 
to our full potential as people created in the image of God. 
 
But I also read in the Apostle Paul a description that seems eerily familiar to the Dark Side of the Force 
Yoda and Ben attempt to warn Luke of. In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul uses a metaphor that I know 
many people here at Trinity Heights resonate with – the armor of God. In that, he shares this: 
 

Put on God’s armor so that you can make a stand against the tricks of the devil. We aren’t 
fighting against human enemies but against rulers, authorities, forces of cosmic darkness, and 
spiritual powers of evil in the heavens. (Eph 6:11-12) 

 
When Paul speaks of evil here, and sin elsewhere, he describes a power that exists around and us works 
subtly; one that encourages us to take the easy way of fight or flight; a force that deceives and draws us 
away from the life and light of God and instead into the darkness of death. 
 
In his own struggle with human nature and sin, Paul is able to identify that it is Jesus Christ who saves 
him from succumbing to evil and death. But in Return of the Jedi we learn that Anakin Skywalker did 
succumb to the Dark Side. It is in the Prequel Trilogy that we see the journey Anakin takes, and the role 
Emperor Palpatine, aka Darth Sidious, has in enticing and manipulating him to the dark side. 
 
I remember when this first poster came out for Episode I how striking it was. We were still excited about 
the possibilities of the new series – this was pre-Jar Jar Binks, after all. But even so, setting aside wooden 
acting and tin-eared dialogue and all the other distractions of the movie, the poster gives us an intriguing 
glimpse of what is at hand: the happy, naïve, innocent little boy Anakin who will grow up to be the 
ruthless dark lord Vader.  
 
Thankfully, while the rest of the galaxy seems to see Darth Vader only as the big bad Sith, Luke 
Skywalker somehow senses and sees a bit of that little boy inside of him. Luke insists to Leia, “there is 
good in him. I’ve felt it.”  
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The imago dei – the image of God in which we are all created – is never actually destroyed in any of us. 
Sure, it gets tarnished, obscured, even blacked out to the point that the love and grace of God we are 
created to reflect may not be seen. But the mirror is never completely broken. Luke had a sense of that, a 
vision of that with Vader; to the point that even Vader is surprised, and changed. As Anakin lays dying, 
Luke insists “I’ve got to save you,” and Anakin responds, “you already have.” 
 
In much the same way, our entire faith is rooted in the possibility of redemption, in the reclamation of our 
imago dei. Our faith is a faith of grace, a faith of second chances. Jesus Christ is the one who can see 
beyond and through anything that might obscure our goodness, see down to our inner core, and then it is 
he who invites us to be free. To live. 
 
Years ago I heard a sermon by Rev. Adam Hamilton, of The United Methodist Church of the Resurrection 
in Kansas City. He was speaking words of hope in a sermon about the death penalty, and pointed out that 
for most convicts on death row, all anyone knows about them is the worst thing they ever did. That’s what 
is remembered; that’s what brands them. But Jesus sees past that. Jesus never stops looking at just the 
worst thing we have ever done; in fact, Jesus looks past it, and sees us, and forgives us. There is never any 
act that can draw us out of the range of God’s grace and forgiveness! 
 
Indeed, we see and know so many stories of people saved by grace, freed from their past: 
 

One of my favorite characters is one of the thieves on the cross with Jesus on Good Friday. 
Called the “good” thief or the “repentant” thief, we read his story in Luke 23:32-43. With his last 
breaths, he chastises the other thief making fun of Christ, and simply asks Jesus to remember him; 
and in return, he is promised Paradise! 
 
There is the story of a man in the most hated profession of his day, a tax collector. In Luke 19:1-
10, Zaccheaus climbs a tree to see Jesus and is changed by Christ’s choice to dine at his house: 

“Today salvation has come to this house,’ [Jesus says] “For the Son of Man came to seek 
and to save the lost.” (Luke 19:9-10, NIV) 

 
In Luke 15 we read of the lost sheep in verses 1-7, a story reminding us that God is like a 
shepherd who goes to great lengths to regain one wayward lamb.  

“there will be more joy in heaven” [Jesus says] “over one sinner who changes both heart 
and life than over ninety-nine righteous people who have no need to change their hearts 
and lives” (Luke 15:7, CEB) 

 
And later in the same chapter, in Luke 15:11-32 we read the parable of the Prodigal Son, and the 
depths to which one might fall but, upon returning to his Father, be received with joy and 
feasting. 

“we had to celebrate and be glad” [the Father tells his other son]” because this brother of 
yours was dead and is alive. He was lost and is found.’”(Luke 15:32, CEB) 

 
And there is also the story of the transformation of Saul of Tarsus, told originally in Acts 9:1-22, 
but also narrated by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 and 1 Timothy.  IN his own words, Paul tells the 
story well in 1 Timothy 1:12-17 (CEB): 
 

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength because he considered me 
faithful. So he appointed me to ministry even though I used to speak against him, attack 
his people, and I was proud. But I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and 
without faith. Our Lord’s favor poured all over me along with the faithfulness and love 
that are in Christ Jesus. This saying is reliable and deserves full acceptance: “Christ Jesus 
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came into the world to save sinners”—and I’m the biggest sinner of all. But this is why I 
was shown mercy, so that Christ Jesus could show his endless patience to me first of all. 
So I’m an example for those who are going to believe in him for eternal life. Now to the 
king of the ages, to the immortal, invisible, and only God, may honor and glory be given 
to him forever and always! Amen. 

 
You might notice, all of those stories but the last one come from the Gospel of Luke; and even that last 
one is told in Acts, written by Luke. Luke’s Gospel is known for this emphasis on redemption, so much 
so that it is often called the gospel for “the last, the least, and the lost.” 
 
Friends, Darth Vader did horrible things. Last week Will watched Revenge of the Sith with me for the first 
time ever, and he was appalled that Anakin killed Jedi. And not just Jedi – but the younglings, the 
children in the Jedi temple. Will was moved when Anakin and Obi-Wan squared off with lightsabers. We 
talked about it yesterday, why it made him feel bad: “because Anakin was one of the best Jedi.” He had 
been a good guy; he had fought for others, protected others. We get the depth of Anakin’s turn to the dark 
side: murder, betrayal, heartbreak.  
 
Darth Vader did horrible things. But in the end, Luke was able to see past all that, to see the glimmer of 
good still in him and the possibility that it could be greater than the sum of all his evil deeds. Because of 
Luke’s faith and hope in him, and his actions to bring it out, Anakin is redeemed. 
 
In the same way, we do horrible things. Oh, we may not be murderers; but we make choices that harm 
others, that cause heartbreak, that seem to harden our hearts to others. But there is nothing so bad that 
God, in Jesus Christ our Lord, ever ceases to look for and see the good in us – the imago dei in which we 
are created. There is nothing we have done, are doing, or might do that can separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord. We are never out of range of redemption – of being saved from the 
darkness we might find ourselves trapped in, and invited back into the light. 
 
If there is anything lasting I’ve learned from Star Wars, it is precisely this: we are never lost in the 
darkness without hope. 
 
Thanks be to God, in Christ Jesus our Lord, that  

we are found,  
we are redeemed,  
we are invited to reclaim our identity as children of God,  
we are encouraged to clean our mirrors and reflect God’s grace and love to others.  

 
Amen. 
 


