The Feast of Christ the King (The Reign of Christ)


Whán that Aprill with his shourės soote



The droghte of March hath percėd to the roote,



And bathėd every veyne in swich licóur



The which vertú engendred is the flour;

And I just heard 90+ odd minds go “click”, turn off, and say to themselves: “There he goes again,” “What on earth is he saying?” and “Why doesn’t he talk English?” Two or three recognize it as the opening lines of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Prologue to The Canterbury Tales and therefore also recognize that the language is English, obviously not the English that we speak (and no, I’m not going to go into a litany of the ways that it is misused today) but an English of the period known as Middle English. I use this illustration to make the point that the English language is fluid and changes over time and with usage and is changing even today as text messaging and tweeting become more cryptic and more universally employed. It is sometimes amazing how language manages to “keep up” with a changing world and a seeming infinite array of technology, and it sometimes seems that language “lags behind” recent developments and discoveries. 

To a certain extent we find a similar situation happening in the first two lessons for today, both taken from Apocalyptic books, which recount visions that the authors have experienced which are beyond their limited, human understanding, and at which they strain and pull the language to find an adequate way in which to describe to others (us) those experiences. The result borders on the hyperbole as, in Daniel, the author tries to convey the grandeur and awesome nature of God (the Ancient One [of Days]) and the overwhelming nature of the appearance, to him, of the Kingdom of Heaven. We find the account replete with phrases such as “raiment as white as snow,” “ hair…like pure wool,” “throne of fiery flames…its wheels…burning fire,” and “A stream of fire…from his presence”, all images of magnificence and grandeur in which we have the sense that the author is using inadequate earthly terms to try and capture on paper that which is indescribable in grandeur and magnificence.

To do the author justice, he [and it probably was a he] is not alone in not being able to find superlative enough ways in which to capture the amazing presence of God, consider Michaelangelo. Those who have had the opportunity to witness his work in the Sistine Chapel and other places in Rome [and thus far unfortunately I am not among them but I have seen images] know how the figures that he created in paint that depict God, Jesus, Created Man, the Apostles, all seem to leap off the very walls upon which they were painted as though the images themselves cannot contain them. So it is with this author of Daniel. How does one describe the indescribable when the words are not big enough? The truth is that one does the best that one can. Hence we have, to our poor human understanding, images that are bigger than big, and fuller than full, and we stand, open mouthed, trying to imagine the awesome presence that is God in his Heavenly Kingdom. Because we know that God is in his Heavenly Kingdom and is being played court to by angels and beings too numerous to count (so the author uses a huge, to him, number). We also have an image of a very significant event taking place. God’s power, God’s Kingship, is in the process of being, not delegated, but shared with God the Son (“one like a human being”) and “to him was given dominion and glory and kingship…an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away”. And he rules over us. In our hearts and minds and souls. 

That is the theme that is picked up by the author of The Revelation. Once again the image is, if you’ll pardon the pun, clouded – clouded in great mystery and with a sense that it is indescribable, “with the clouds…and on his account all the tribes of the world will wail.” In the wording of this passage we have also a sense that this is what was meant to be from the beginning of time with God the Father and co eternal Son reigning in majesty together.

However, when the Son became incarnate, veiled himself in human form and walked with us and among us, how can we recognize him as our King? In our experience kings, queens, emperors, monarchs all wear strange hats called crowns, have a retinue of servants and attendants and have a presence, a bearing that says “I am someone important.” Picture then Pontius Pilate into whose presence has been brought this prisoner, without any of those kingly trappings, and, for a moment Pilate stands in loco humanus, in the place of everyone. Each one of us, as we live and grow in the Faith, asks again and again about the identity of Jesus. In what sense is he king for each one of us personally? In what sense is he Lord of the events of our time? Of course we do not have simple answers to these questions, once again words may not be enough, but we should try to make a response none the less. What is more, they call for our response again and again as we move through our lives, because those lives change and grow and there are many challenges to the lordship of Christ over our lives. So we, like Pilate have to confront him consciously and intentionally, and therefore be confronted by him, as we ask a timeless question “Are you a King for me?” 

“Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” This is not directed solely to Pilate but it comes directly at each one of us. To what extent is our Faith in Jesus Christ a personal Faith, personally decided upon and personally nourished? Or to what extent is it a matter of something picked up by hearsay, a voice reading a lesson, pages in a prayer book idly turned, words drifting to one’s ear from a pulpit or lectern, the half remembered voice of a parent or of a priest in one’s confirmation year? But that is the question that our Lord asks of me and of all of us as we hear him ask the question of Pilate so long ago. Pilate, in effect, responds that the question does not apply to him. Does it still apply to us?

“My Kingdom is not of this world.” Jesus is telling us that we will not find our King, our ultimately satisfying values, in the world as we know it. That does not mean that we do not continue to function in it, to use our gifts in it, to achieve success in it. God wishes us to offer our gifts in the world and in the society of our time. God uses them for his purpose. But we are not to fall into the trap of looking for ultimate satisfaction in those achievements. Our King does not come from the world. Christ the King does transform the world and gives us a whole added sense of meaning as we live and work and create in it. We do not need to have the words to describe it, all we need is to know and to believe it.
