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Let’s begin with a preachers’ admission, to preach on ‘Christ the King’ Sunday is almost as daunting as to preach on Trinity Sunday! It is my good fortune or the lack of it that today I have drawn the short straw to lead us in our thinking about a subject that couldn’t be more relevant given the events of the last couple of weeks. Once again we have heard the shocking news that shattered a seemingly peaceful night, this time in Paris in the very heart of Europe. Once again, families and communities have been torn apart and made to mourn their loved ones. Unique, precious human lives have been murderously cut short by indiscriminate killing, and all in the name of establishing a supposedly higher rule by a God, who needs human beings to protect the divine honour and rewards the killers with special places in Paradise. 

Of course, I know that these claims do not truly represent the faith of all those who believe in the same God as the perpetrators of this crime, and it is good to hear their voices as they join more and more in the general condemnation. Yet, the events throw up wider concerns and we know that we as Christians, with our own particular chequered history have also a lot to learn about the kind of society we want to live in, the kind of rulers we want to follow and obey, the kind of future we are looking forward to. Our Lectionary readings for today bring us two pictures which might just help us to tease out some helpful points in this area.

In the passage we heard from John’s Gospel we see Jesus being interrogated by Pilate, the Roman procurator of Judea at the request of the Temple authorities; chief priests, elders and scribes. Political and religious rulers are colluding in the ensuing murderous act. Here we are given an account of a confidential dialogue between Pilate and Jesus, which, in its extended form, only appears in this, the latest of the Gospels, written by the most imaginative, most mystical of the gospel writers. Deep theological and political issues are raised: “Are you the King of the Jews?” – asks Pilate in all four Gospels. In the first three of them the only answer Jesus makes is “The words are yours.” But, for John this is an opportunity to reflect upon the nature of that Kingdom, which stands in the centre of Jesus’ ministry, so he prolongs the discussion perhaps to encourage his fellow Christians who at the end of the first century suffer under the hostile, power-obsessed rule of the Roman Empire. They are also subjects of persecution by their fellow-Jews, who by this time had expelled the followers of Jesus from their synagogues. 

Although Jesus’ answer is only a slightly rephrased version of the one we find in the other gospels, yet this version strikes me as if Jesus was addressing it to all of us: “Is this your own question or have others suggested it to you?” Translated into our own situation it might sound like this:  Is the faith we profess about Jesus our own, or is it something we accepted as it was handed down to us? It is a question that has surfaced in one of our Life & Faith groups recently and we have come to the conclusion that we do not normally think about our faith in those terms. On the whole we tend to be comfortable with our faith and happy to keep bits of it in closed-away compartments of our mind. The problem only arises when we are confronted by questioning and seeking people outside our religious sphere. And if we believe that we have something true and precious to communicate, then it becomes a very important question that we should be able to answer. 

Leaving this aside for your further reflection, let us see what Jesus says about his Kingdom. “My Kingdom is not of this world” – he says in the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, a statement that has entered our religious consciousness in this particular form, and unfortunately has contributed to a misunderstanding about the nature of the Kingdom. It suggests that the kingdom Jesus is revealing in his life and in his death is something ‘other-wordly’. It’s not helped by the fact that Matthew, in his Gospel tends to replace ‘the kingdom of God’ with ‘the Kingdom heaven’, which immediately puts the Kingdom firmly into the afterlife, even though apparently he only does it in deference to his Jewish readers to avoid the use of the sacred name of  God. Tom Wright, an eminent British New Testament scholar draws attention to the more likely translation of “my Kingdom is not from this world’. This world’s kingdoms are built on violence and superior strength, on nuclear weapons and border controls, where the rulers lord it over their subjects… (Mark 10:42). This is not Jesus’ way, if it were, his first job would’ve been to organise an army of soldiers to defend him and his cause. His way is to show people the truth about God’s way, the way of service and of giving oneself away in love. 

This is why the concept of ‘Christ the King’ is such a difficult one. For according to our everyday understanding of a king, he is not really a king.  If we are to use the word ‘Kingdom’ at all, we have to qualify it, and change its accepted meaning. What Jesus is saying here is that the way of living, he calls the ‘kingdom’  does not have its origin, or quality of this world – but  with his whole life and death he affirms that its purpose and its destination is very much to do with this world: it is not from this world but it is for this world. He does not see his vocation as merely taking people into heaven after they die. He sees it as bearing witness to the truth, the truth about God in order that people may have a fulfilled and abundant life here, on earth; the kind of life God intends for them. That is his purpose and that is what he is sending his followers to continue after him, as we read it in the previous chapter (John 17:18).

The difficult concept of ‘Christ the King’ is further complicated by the fact that Jesus, of course, never referred to himself as King, “the words are yours”, meaning they are not the words I would have used. The title of King arose among the early Christians, and it referred to the Christ of the resurrection. Giving allegiance to him was a defiant stand against all worldly rulers, notably the oppressive Roman Emperors. Jesus’ most often used designation for himself was ‘Son of Man’, which appears some 88 times in the Gospels. It evokes a figure in the dream of Daniel, a devout Jew living under a hostile imperial power in OT times. This ‘son of man’ –as we heard in our OT reading – is approaching God in the heavenly court and is being “given dominion and glory and kingdom … his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall never be destroyed”. 

It is a much debated passage by biblical scholars, and especially the term ‘Son of Man’, or ‘one like a human being’, (which the more modern translations use), attracted much attention. Who is this figure? As he appears in a night vision, he is clearly a symbol and as such his meaning is ambiguous. The different possibilities suggested by interpreters of the passage include Israel, or Michael the guardian angel of Israel, or a messiah and early Christians saw Jesus being prefigured here. As the passage continues though it becomes clear that the author himself doesn’t know who, or what this figure represents. He has to ask for interpretation and in it the kingly power of the ‘beasts’, (representing different kingdoms) are given over to this ‘son of man’ and the ‘Holy Ones’ of God, who will rule in a more humane way. It is a fascinating part to study but this time I only want to say a couple of things about it.

Although I have read this passage many times, what struck me this time was the use of the word ‘dominion’ that is given to this human-like being. Where did we hear this before?  Well, it appears on the opening page of the Bible, in the first Creation story (Gen 1:27-29): 

God created human beings in his own image; in the image of God he created them;

 male and female he created them. 

God blessed them and said to them: ‘Be fruitful and increase, fill the earth… have dominion over 

the fish…the birds…and every living thing..’

Putting the two passages together we see that the divine intent has not changed, the creation and recreation continues from the inside, the problems of this earth are not going to be solved by some plan B divine intervention from the outside, it remains the awesome yet majestic responsibility of human beings, like you and me, who are created in the image of God and have all the necessary capabilities to do it.

So, there is a danger in seeing ‘the one like a human being’ as an exclusive reference to Christ, just as it would be to think that the Creation story is only about Adam. Rather we should understand both as universal empowerment and we should guard against becoming passive recipients of grace and relinquishing all our human responsibilities to any kind of mystical kingly figure or to those who ‘represent’, or ‘speak in the name of’ such a figure. 


Brian McLaren in his book Everything must change has some useful insight to add here. He reckons that the phrase son of man can be poetically interpreted. Son can mean, the next generation or new generation and man means humanity. So, son of man can stand for a new generation of humanity, or a new stage in the development of humanity. Whilst we do understand and honour the faith of our early Christian ancestors, which made them extol Jesus as king, we are also grateful to those of our own generation who enrich our understanding with fresh visions. In its liturgical practices the Church has never made much use of Jesus’ self-chosen designation, the son of man. Perhaps it is less challenging to worship a victorious King than to discover God in the depth of our souls in the likeness of a Human Being. Jesus, the Son of man reveals and represents a new generation of humanity, a new possibility of living available to all, Christians and non-Christians alike.  Following him means worshipping the God he worshipped, putting our lives on the reality of God’s coming new world, it means discovering and nurturing His humanity in ourselves and in each other, it means mending brokenness and division and working for reconciliation with ‘creative, non-violent courage’ as he did. May his Spirit help us as we try to follow Him.

