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Christ the King 2013 

Today, the feast of Christ the King, celebrates, I believe, one of the biggest, hugest, 

most radical transformations in religious human consciousness that has ever happened, 

because what it places in front of us is the question of what the character of God looks 

like, what God looks like, and consequently by implication, what our own character 

might look like if we were truly to reflect the Transcendent One.  But that’s getting ahead 

of the story already. 

 

Let’s back up to the readings, all of which present us with what are seemingly 

contradictory, or at the very least, disparate, discordant images of kingship and power.  

The first reading from the 2nd book of Samuel talks about the selection and anointing of 

a mid-eastern, tribal king- David- who would take over and try to forge a political unity 

among the various Jewish clans after the failed reign of Saul.  David would become in 

Israelite and Jewish tradition the pre-eminent image and model of a good king- a 

political ruler, a “commander of Israel”, certainly a lover of Yahweh, the God of Israel.  

At the same time, David was combative, ambitious, and a man of great moral ambiguity. 

He was not above either cruelty or conniving to get his own way.  Just recall the well-

known story of David’s impregnating of Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite, one of 

David’s trusted soldiers, whom David then sends off to a sure death in battle, so that he 

could have Bathsheba for himself and avoid the public scandal of the exposure of his 

adultery.  Or maybe even worse, the ugly incident at the end of King David’s life when 

he arranges the death of Shimei, a member of King Saul’s family, who had cursed 

David during the time of Absolam’s rebellion.  After the rebellion was put down, David 
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returns to the throne and pardons Shimei in an apparent act of clemency.  But Shimei’s 

curse years earlier kept on gnawing at David, and so on his deathbed, David urges his 

son Solomon, who is soon to be king, to execute Shimei as soon as possible.  It is the 

vengeful act of a spiteful old man.   

 

And David was the best of all the kings of Israel- pious and devout, yet also brutal, 

conniving and vengeful.  So, with this as the backdrop of what human kingship looks 

like at its best, what did it, what does it mean, to say that Jesus is “King of Israel”, “King 

of the Jews”, and “our King”?    Well, the whole thing gets even more peculiar when we 

then try to put together the 2nd Reading from Colossians with it’s claim that there is 

indeed a Kingdom of Jesus, the Jesus who was crucified on a Roman cross but who, 

nonetheless is the “image of the invisible God”, “the firstborn of all creation” who is 

“before all things”, the “beginning, the firstborn of the dead”, the one in whom “the 

fullness was pleased to dwell”, and the one in whom “all things hold together”. Here we 

have a magnificent cosmic picture of Jesus the King being painted while at the same 

time it is clear that we talking about a man who was hanged between two thieves, and 

who either could not or would not “save himself” and come down from the cross.   

 

Because the cross has become such a religious conventional symbol, we no longer 

even sense the horror that the word “cross” evoked during the centuries of Roman 

imperial rule- when it was the primary public mechanism of cruelty and terror used 

precisely to maintain Roman kingship.  Nor do we remember that for first-century Jews, 
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crucifixion was also a sign of divine rejection, as it says in the book of Deuteronmy- 

“anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse”. 

 

So, what does all of this mean for us who celebrate the feast of Christ the King?  I would 

like to suggest to you that if we mean what we say- that Jesus the crucified rabbi and 

accused criminal and subverter of the peace- is really “king” for us in some ultimate 

sense, then our very notion of God needs to undergo a radical and profound 

transformation.  And along with that, the way we read the scriptures and our entire 

religious tradition also needs to undergo a radical and profound transformation.  Let me 

try to explain what I mean.   

 

The way that we often read the Bible and understand God is something like this.  God 

our creator is a king much like earthly kings- good, demanding, and also at times cruel 

and punishing. He saved Israel out of slavery in Egypt, but he also ordered them to 

commit genocide when they entered what is now the land of Israel, directed in his Law 

that disobedient children be killed, and commanded that adulterous women be stoned.  

God created us perfect, we mucked it up so badly that evil must be punished and that 

all our descendents stand condemned before God even before they do anything wrong 

(what we call “original sin”).  If now, however, we are good and obedient to the King, we 

will eventually leave this “vale of tears” and end up in “heaven”.  If not, if we are bad, we 

will face the final damnation of hell and experience eternal conscious torment, which is 

an absolutely chilling and terrorizing thought that is hard to square with any idea of a 
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God of love.  This, however, I think, is the basic religious story-line that we all have 

heard and know in one way or another. 

 

If we try to fit Jesus into this popular overarching story line, he and God then appear, as 

two-faced, “Janus” figures- nice and kind and merciful to us at one moment  but also 

ready to punish us endlessly if we get it wrong at another moment.  That kind of God 

and that kind of Christ we can never fully trust.  What I would like to suggest is 

something different.  I would like to suggest that we need to begin, not with a notion of 

God found either in our human experience of kingship and power or even in the stories 

and accounts of the Bible- that approach will inevitably lead us to a rather ambivalent 

God and rather ambivalent understanding of the kingship of Jesus.   

 

We need to begin with the images, the icons, of Jesus that the gospels give us.  This, 

by the way, is why I think we always have a crucifix near the Altar and why we encase 

the Gospel Book in precious metals and stones and then enthrone it on the Altar at the 

beginning of Mass, while we don’t do that with any of the other sacred writings.  The 

purpose of these two liturgical pieces is, I think, to get us to see the center, the 

radiating, interpretative center of all our writings and all our ideas about God.  When we 

read these gospels, which in episode after episode turn old stories and ideas on their 

heads and which focus their attention on that last week in Jesus’ life as the new and 

final disclosure of what God is like, we should then begin to read the entire Bible and 

understand our entire religious tradition as an on-going story and as a record of a series 

of “trade-ups”, so to speak, in how we understand God and our relationship with God.  
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And these “trade-up” culminate on a Roman cross.  Jesus is certainly related to the 

previous Jewish religious biblical tradition and even to the worldwide religious 

experience, but He doesn’t fit neatly into any of these previous experiences or into any 

predetermined categories.  He explodes them, transforms them, alters them forever, 

and brings us to a new evolutionary level in our understanding of God.  Old definitions 

and experiences of God don’t define Jesus.  Our experience of Jesus brings about a 

brand-new definition and understanding of God. 

 

It’s the character and work of Jesus that give us the indispensable guide for tracing the 

development of maturing images and ideas about God across all of human history and 

culture.  He is our North Star for understanding what God is like.  You see, to believe 

what that 2nd Reading for today says about Jesus, to accept the centrality of his place 

within the cosmic vision of reality, is to say, not that Jesus is like some predetermined 

ideas about God, but that the transcendent God of the cosmos, the God who has been 

trying to get through to us in a multitude of ways for thousands of years and across all of 

human history is really like Jesus.  The images of God that most resemble Jesus, 

whether they originate in the Bible or elsewhere, are the most religiously mature and 

complete images; the ones less similar to the character of Jesus are the more 

embryonic and incomplete, even if we have been thinking them and using them for a 

long time. 

 

 In other, the Christian doctrines of the incarnation and the paschal mystery are radical 

claims that if we want to know what God is really like, then we need to look at the 
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incarnate, crucified One, the naked, writhing, tortured 1st-century Jewish rabbi, and 

there we see a God who comes searching for us, loving us to the end, showing mercy 

to us without end, without revenge or bitterness even towards those who have strung 

him up.  And the one whose arms were stretched out, uniting earth to heaven, now 

invites us now into a new kind of life, a new kind of community, and a new kind of 

humanity.  That, I think is what the feast of Christ the King is about. 

 

 

 


