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In the name... 

Today is the last Sunday in the Church’s calendar, which is marked by the Feast of Christ the King. 
Our year began in expectation of our Lord’s birth in Bethlehem. During this year, we marked and bore 
witness to his life, death, resurrection, and ascension. We celebrated the Spirit’s coming at Pentecost and 
have remembered the faithful people who have testified to the truth of Jesus Christ. Next week, as a new 
year is inaugurated, we’ll begin again with waiting in expectation for the coming of the promised Messiah. 
But it’s fitting, at the culmination of our calendar, that we should celebrate Jesus seen finally and truly and 
clearly as the truth of the world. It’s all led up this — the revelation and confirmation that Jesus is King of 
kings and Lord of lords. 

As a nation of people who came into existence by declaring independence from the rule of a king to 
whom we no longer wished to be obedient, this can be an uncomfortable claim. Surely this is just a 
historical vestige; surely the Jesus of our day needn’t be a king. Mightn’t it be easier and more relevant if 
he were a Governor or President or Representative of Upper Management? But of course, the language of 
kingship is more than an historical accident when it comes to Jesus. It is intrinsic to the whole arc of the 
story of God’s people and, therefore to his identity. And so, it intrinsic to the Christian faith, also. 

My hunch, though, is that our collective discomfort with the notion of kingship — at least as it 
applies to Jesus — has less to do with what that says about him and more to do with what that implies for 
us. For, as Americans, we are enamored and charmed by other people’s royalty. We read about their 
weddings, mourn their deaths, and voraciously consume their lives for our entertainment. But for 
Christians to say that Jesus is king runs up against the very uncomfortable truth that, if he is, he isn’t some 
one else’s king; he is our king. And what does that make us? 

Our Gospel lesson today - Jesus before Pilate - cuts right to the heart of the shape of Jesus’ kingship. 
All signs, in this moment, point to Pilate as the unquestionable lord — he wears the regalia of Rome; his 
headquarters is the heart of Jerusalem; it’s well fortified and guarded; he knows — and the Jewish 
authorities know — that he has the power to sentence a man to death and wash his hands of it. Meanwhile, 
Jesus is a captive; held by force; an apparently unremarkable rabbi from a backwater town who has rocked 
the boat just a bit too much. By all signs, he is at the mercy of both Jewish and Roman judgment. And yet, 
in the days that follow his interrogation by Pilate, he will expose all the signs that point to Pilate’s 
authority as lies, parodies of true authority in contrast to the reign of the Son of God. 

What Pilate knows — and what all princes and presidents since have known — is how to exercise 
power to maintain control. As governor of Judea, he is anxious to maintain his grip on the Jewish leaders 
for his own sake and for the sake of Rome. The principle tool at his disposal is force, the ultimate and 
purest form of which is death. And this is precisely the tool that Jesus will turn into the redemption of the 
whole world. For unlike Pilate’s, Jesus’ reign is not merely over and by death, but instead over and for 
life. His kingdom reveals that true power is a servant of love; that true rule is an instrument of 
reconciliation and life. In this kingdom, the Son of God exercises dominion to set us free from the 
enslavement of sin and to grant eternal peace. All of this is lost on Pilate, of course. Down to the present 
day, the rulers of this world only know manipulation, competition, domination, and deception. And so, the 
kind of rule Jesus exercises remains unintelligible, unrecognizable, even absurd. 

It was precisely with this insight in mind that, in 1925, Pope Pius XI instituted the celebration of tlae 
Feast of Christ the King. First, though obliquely, through today’s collect in the Prayer Book, and then 
fully through the lectionary the Episcopal Church adopted this feast also. In the wake of the first World 
War and the first rumblings of fascism across Europe, Pius came strongly to believe that die clamor of the 
nations for power at any cost could only be combated with a renewed focus among Christians on the true 
nature of kingship found solely in Christ. He characterized the nations of his day as, “stirring up strife and 
discord and hurrying along the road to ruin and death.” In response, he wrote, the Church must nurture and 
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foster “generation after generation of men and women dedicated to Christ, faithful and subject to him in 
his earthly kingdom, called by him to eternal bliss in the kingdom of heaven.”1 

And there’s that uncomfortable rub again: “faithful and subject to him in his earthly kingdom.” For if 
Jesus is truly Lord, then we are not. If Jesus is a king, then it means that the fundamental marker of our life 
is obedience to a Lord other than ourselves. We can easily delight in other peoples’ kings because we are 
not subject to their rule; but if Jesus is King of Heaven and Lord over all creation, then there’s no getting 
around it: it means we are his subjects, bound to be obedient to him as our sovereign. This obedience 
chiefly takes the form of worship, rendering praise to a king who rules by grace and not domination; out of 
love rather than fear; in truth rather than confusion. William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury during the 
Second World War, once wrote that, 

“Worship is tlae submission of all of our nature to God. It is the quickening of 
conscience by His holiness, nourishment of mind by His truth, purifying of imagination 
by His beauty, opening of the heart to His love, and submission of will to his purpose. 
And all this gathered up in adoration is the greatest of human expressions of which we 

are capable.2” 
This is the truth that Pilate and those like him can never understand: we become ourselves — truly 

human and truly free — only when we offer praise to God out of thanksgiving and love. Truth is that 
giving ourselves to the kingdom of this world and convincing ourselves that we are our own lord holds us 
in the bondage of fear and repays us only with death. 

Our obedience to Christ our King — our commitment to bear witness to the truth wherever we are, 
our promise to imitate the pattern of our Lord’s life, and to worship our King in gratitude — comes by 
way of awe at the sheer and incomprehensible love of a Lord whose power took the form of submission to 
death on a Roman cross, just one more cruel and grotesque symbol of false power conquered and 
transformed into the mark of real kingship. 
Truth is, that the same Lord makes himself present to us each time we gather, now in the commonplace of 
bread and wine transformed into the assurance of everlasting life and eternal citizenship in the heavenly 
kingdom. All this out of nothing more and nothing less than overabundant grace. In just a minute, we’ll be 
invited to receive these gifts: the very presence of our Lord in unremarkable bread and wine. Let this be a 
joyous reminder of the strangeness of Jesus’ reign, let this be the pure gift of the king to us his citizens. Be 
thankful that our king set us free by submitting to death on a cross and submits himself obediently again 
and again to things as common as bread and wine for the life of his faithful subjects until he comes in 
glory. 
I have said... 

                                                
1 Pius XI. Quas Primas. December 11, 1925 
- William Temple, Readings in St. John’s Gospel. Morehouse Publishing, 1985. 


