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Today is the last Sunday of the Church Year, the beginning of the final week in a Christian 

calendar that seems wildly out of sync with the society around us.  Next Sunday, November 27th, is the 

First of four Sundays of Advent, the beginning season of the Church Year.  But the last weekend of 

November hardly seems like the beginning of anything special in a world that is rushing headlong 

toward its commercially oriented Christmas and a new calendar year that doesn’t begin until January 

1st.   Not only that, but today we are asked to celebrate the feast of a king who was nailed to a cross, 

hardly a king by our world’s standards. 

The Church Year wasn’t meant to match the civil calendar.  Instead, it was organized to parallel 

the high points of the life of Christ and his Church.  Beginning with an Advent season of preparation for 

Christ’s coming, it then follows with the Sundays of Epiphany devoted to showing us how Christ was 

manifested to the world.  In Lent, we move towards Holy Week and the crucifixion to prepare ourselves 

for a glorious celebration of Easter and the good news that death is not the end of the story.  Then the 

long season of Pentecost starts with the coming of Christ’s Spirit to each and every one of us, leading us 

through the remainder of the year in which we seek to recognize the power of that Spirit in our daily 

lives as faithful followers of Jesus.  Finally, on this last Sunday, we return to Holy Week and 

acknowledge that Christ is our savior and king. 

 If our calendar seems out of step with the way society divides it time, so too does the notion of 

Christ’s kingship.  Americans are sometimes fascinated by the goings-on of the royals in England, 

especially with royal weddings and the gorgeous young family that is in line for kingship; but we really 

don’t relate well to kings as symbols of leadership.  We seem to prefer our Presidents to be down-to-

earth, men or women of the people, someone with whom you might identify.    Yet here again, the 

Church is out of step, calling us in today’s collect to acknowledge “the King of kings and Lord of lords.” 

 For years I served in a church, where high above the altar you would see a life size cross with the 

symbol of Christ the King dominating the sanctuary.  I remember once having a visitor ask, ‘Why is it 

that Jesus is clothed on your cross, where he is nearly naked on most others?”  He had never seen the 

figure of Christ with a royal crown, clothed in the garb of the celebrant at the Eucharist, arms 

outstretched inviting all to come to the altar – the resurrected Christ, standing before the backdrop of 

the cross, his hands bearing the marks of the nails, but no longer fixed to the symbol of his death. 

This strange image of Christ as King is the symbol we are called to pay attention to today.  Such an 

image, though, comes with built-in questions:  What kind of king is Jesus?  And what might it mean for 

us to speak of Jesus as the King of kings? 
 

 To properly answer the first question, we need to go back to the Hebrew Scriptures, to Jesus’ 

Bible; for it is there that the idea of messiah-king came into being. 

 The ancient kings of Israel were usually called the “anointed of God,” or in Hebrew, “the Messiah of 

Yahweh.”  And while kings were not always held in high esteem by the prophets, the expectation was 

that the Messiah, the one who would finally come to set things right, would be a king, a descendant and 

greater version of the great King David. 

 The first prophet to use the name Isaiah describes the messiah as a shoot, coming forth from the 

stump of Jesse, King David’s father.  Long after the time of David, Israel seemed like the stump of a tree.  

The prophet Jeremiah, a contemporary of Isaiah, picked up that theme, and in today’s reading declares 

that God, himself, will gather his people like a shepherd, that God will “raise up for David a righteous 

Branch (who will) reign as king and deal wisely and execute justice and righteousness in the land.” 
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 This concept of a resurrected Israel, led in battle to military victory by a Messiah-King, remained 

through the centuries and is probably reflected in the reception that Jesus received on Palm Sunday, 

where people shouted, “Blessed is the king, who comes in the name of the Lord.”  But Jesus, it appears, had 

other ideas.  Of course, Jesus left no autobiography, no personal letters recording his thoughts, and all 

the evidence we have about him comes from a community that worshipped him as the messiah.  But I 

think that we can safely see from his actions and from his words quoted in the gospels, that our Lord 

identified himself more closely with another image found in the Hebrew Bible. 

 Another prophet, two hundred years later than Isaiah and Jeremiah, wrote words that became 

attached to the back of the scroll of Isaiah.  He is often, then, referred to as ‘Second Isaiah.’  Like his 

predecessors, this prophet watched as foreign powers conquered the nation.  The magnificent temple of 

Solomon had been destroyed, and most of Jerusalem lay in ruins; still this prophet envisioned a new 

hope and a new future for God’s people.  His vision, though, was not of a conquering king, but rather a 

lowly servant, a figure “who embodied a higher, grander, more noble destiny for Israel than any 

Hebrew had ever envisioned.” (Spong in ‘This Hebrew Lord’) 

 This new vision was of a servant, who would be used by God, not simply to restore the fortunes 

of one nation, but to give light and salvation to the world (49:6), liberating the suffering, setting free 

those who were bound and making all whole.  This messiah would not rule with kingly might.  He 

would not reign as a conquering hero, but instead be rejected and arrested, eventually suffering the 

death of a criminal. 

 Not surprisingly, the notion of a suffering-servant-messiah was not prominent in the eyes of most 

people, and the words languished in the back of the scroll of Isaiah.  But in the first century, an itinerant 

Galilean rabbi, the son of a carpenter, discovered in these words the meaning of his life.  At his baptism, 

he heard himself addressed by God as “my servant,” and he introduced himself to his hometown 

synagogue by quoting the words of Second Isaiah:  “The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 

sight to the blind.  To set at liberty those who were oppressed and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”  

(Luke 4:18 and Isaiah 61:1) 

 It is about this ‘suffering-messiah-king’ that we heard the words in today’s reading from 

Colossians: “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him …all the fullness of God 

was pleased to dwell, and through him, God was pleased to reconcile all things to himself… making peace through 

the blood of his cross.”  On that cross, Jesus died under a sign that mocked him as “King of the Jews.”  Next 

to him, one of those similarly condemned lashed out with words that derided this so-called king.  Aren’t 

you supposed to be the Messiah, the King of kings and Lord of lords?  Isn’t that what the sign means?  If 

you’re a king, act like one; save yourself and us. 

 This is our king – not a conquering monarch, but a lowly, suffering servant, a king who rules not 

in earthly triumph, but from a cross.  And yet it is through this lowly servant that we have discovered: 

that when people are loved; they share love;  when people are forgiven, they forgive; when people are 

accepted they will share acceptance. 

“The key to Jesus’ kingship is that it is not of this world.  Its weapons are not armaments, but love; 

and its throne is not in a palace, but in the hearts of all who come to know and love Jesus. The Kingdom 

of God is not just a future time when Jesus will return in glory to judge the world. It is now, wherever 

love triumphs over selfishness, ambivalence, hatred, or disinterestedness.” [H.K. Oehmig] 

 Our king defines kingly power in a way that contradicts all worldly wisdom.  For his kingly 

power is defined by compassion, forgiveness and the promise of life lived in the light of God’s love. 
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 There is one more difficulty for us in this notion of Christ as King, because this assertion has led 

Christians over the centuries to affirm that Christ, or the Christian Gospel, or Christianity itself, is 

absolute, normative, decisively superior to all other gospels or religions.  In 1901, a prominent Christian 

author wrote a book titled “The Absoluteness of Christianity,” and in it he affirmed what had been a 

nearly universal Christian assumption of our superiority over all other religions.  But as the 20th century 

progressed and Christians in the West came to know more about the other great world religions, that 

notion began to modify.  The very same author, a quarter of a century later, opted instead to say that 

“Christianity is absolute for Christians, but other world faiths are likewise absolute for their own 

adherents.”  

The first proclamation of a Christ the King Sunday by Pope Pius XI in 1925 was probably a 

reaction against that assertion. Nevertheless, the values of the other great world traditions eventually 

led the Second Vatican Council to declare that there is salvation outside the visible church, that the love 

of God is there for all humanity, not just those who belong to the Christian Church. 
 

 The world’s great religious traditions, if looked at honestly, all have valuable teachings, but often 

along side we witness harmful actions.  Almost all faiths proclaim some form of morality similar to the 

Golden Rule. In Hinduism we find, “Let not any man do unto another any act that he wishes not done to 

himself by others.”  Confucius says “Hurt not others with that which pains yourself.”  From the Koran of 

Islam we read, “No man is a true believer unless he desire for his brother that which he desires for himself.”  And 

in Luke, of course, we hear Jesus quoted as saying “As ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to 

them likewise.” 

 And yet Hinduism has validated the hierarchical caste system. Buddhism has, until very recently, 

been indifferent to questions of social justice.  Islam has sanctioned holy wars, while Christians over the 

centuries have supported religious wars and burned multitudes of heretics and witches in the name of 

our God.  From the 16th century England through the 20th century Northern Ireland, Protestant 

Christians have persecuted and sent to death Catholic Christians, and Catholics have killed Protestants. 

For both good or ill, it hardly seems that any one religion has shown itself to be manifestly superior to 

all others.   So what does it mean for us to worship Christ the King?  
  

Our king is not a conquering monarch, but a lowly, suffering servant, a king who rules not in 

earthly triumph, but from a cross.  In the life, in the teachings, in the death and resurrection of our Lord, 

his kingly power is defined by compassion, forgiveness and the promise of fullness of life now and life 

eternal lived in the light of God’s love for every single human being. 

 My calling and yours is not to proclaim that our experience of God is superior to all others, but 

rather, alongside others  

 to live our lives as servants of the servant king, 

 to preach good news to the poor… [to those whose spiritual and economic poverty is right here all 

around us] 

 to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind… [including those who are victims 

of domestic abuse and those held captive to alcoholism or drug addiction] 

 and to set at liberty those who were oppressed… [especially those who have been oppressed in the 

name of their faith, whatever that religion may be.] 

That is our calling, and that is how we are meant to serve the King of kings and Lord of Lords. 

    Amen 

 


