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A Homily by               “Can we see Christ in one another?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham   The Reign of Christ Sunday – Pentecost 23

November 20, 2011
Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24

Ephesians 1:15-23
Matthew 25:31-46

Today is “The Reign of Christ” Sunday. It is also known as “Christ the King” Sunday

and is the final week in the Christian liturgical calendar. The new church year ( and the

new cycle of lectionary readings for Year B) begins again next week with the first

Sunday of Advent.

We Anglicans are very much attuned to the rhythms of the Christian liturgical

seasons, most of them many centuries old. But Christ the King or the Reign of Christ

Sunday is a relatively new liturgical thump compared to most of our traditions. This

newest of our solemnities became part of the liturgical calendar in 1925. Joan Chittister, a

Benedictine nun and spiritual leader of our day, explains the addition this way: “In an era

of the downfall of monarchies and nations, of security and peace…[it was thought that]

only the acknowledgment of the kingship of Christ – above and beyond any other earthly

power – could really bring liberty, order, harmony, and peace to the world.”1

The Reign of Christ Sunday then celebrates the authority of Christ as King. This

Sunday marks the end of the church year, but it also is the last Sunday in the long long

season of Pentecost. Often we call this season Ordinary time, but it is far from ordinary.

Throughout ordinary time –  the season of Pentecost (the season after Trinity) – we have

been making faith the force in our lives with fidelity and constancy – showing what it

takes for us Christians to be Christian throughout the year. At least that is what we strive

for in our lives. The liturgical year is one of those teaching tools of the church that truly

is a lesson in life – how to live a Christian life. What it means to live a Christian life – in

the church and as individuals – may be learned by observing the seasons of the church.
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The seasons of the church drive our liturgy. In liturgy we learn about the historical Jesus,

but we also experience Christ Jesus in our own lives in the here and now. We come to

understand more and more fully the Christ who is still with us.2

Ezekiel was sent by God to prophesy against Israel’s kings, who had misused their

people and were responsible for scattering them (Ezekiel 34:22). God wanted to reverse

the evil done by the bad human shepherds. He wanted to seek out the sheep, and “rescue”

(v. 12) them from wherever they have been scattered. God wanted to “gather them” (v.

13) and bring them back, restore them. Finally, God sent Jesus his son to us as king to do

God’s will among us. God put all things under Christ’s feet and has made Christ the head

over all things for the church (Ephesians 1:22). God made him King.

The Jews expected the messiah to come. In Greek the word is Christ. Both mean the

anointed one, as kings were anointed at their coronations. But the Jews expected a king

who would deliver Israel from the oppression of the Romans. Unlike the messiah most

Jews expected, Jesus came to free all people, both Jews and Gentiles, and he did not

come to free them from the Romans, but from sin and death. And Jesus the Christ – the

Messiah – the anointed one – the king of the Jews – came not to rule over just the

kingdom of this world but of the heavens too, as king of all the universe. We Christians

believe that Jesus is that expected messiah, Christ the King, no, we know that he is. He is

Christ the King.

Of course, Jesus was well acquainted with the oppressive kings in the secular world.

In contrast to them, Jesus’s role was that of humble service. And he taught his followers

to be servants as well. Jesus said that discipleship is about caring for the needy and he

listed six works of mercy by which we ourselves will be judged:

Feed the hungry;
Give the thirsty something to drink;
Welcome the stranger;
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Clothe the naked;
Care for the sick; and
Visit prisoners (Matthew 25:35-36).

Mother Teresa of Calcutta spoke to today’s reading, but moreover, she lived Christ’s

teachings. She said: “At the end of our lives we will not be judged by how many

diplomas we have received, how much money we have made or how many great things

we have done. We will be judged by: I was hungry and you gave me something to eat. I

was naked and you clothed me. I was homeless and you took me in. Hungry not only for

bread – but hungry for love. Naked not only for clothing but naked of human dignity and

respect. Homeless not only for want of a room of bricks but homeless because of

rejection. This is Christ in distressing disguise.” Can you see him?

Mother Teresa’s vocation to care for the needy as Christ the King taught began with

one home for the dying in Calcutta in 1952. Over the years her Missionaries of Charity

had grown from 12 to thousands with centres all over the world. Her zeal for works of

mercy seemed boundless, and indeed her work continues today. She died September 5,

1997 after having her dinner and saying her prayers. She gave herself back to God and

she joined Christ the King who had ruled over her all her life long. Princess Diana who

was also known for her charity work had died just a few days before on August 31 and

her funeral was the day after Mother Teresa died. The diminutive Calcutta nun most

probably liked that – that the Princess of Wales tragic death overshadowed her own.

Mother Teresa would not have liked to have had a big deal made of her death. I think her

place assured in heaven by her devotion to hungry, the sick and dying, to all those Christ

called her to serve.

Christ’s kingship is tied to humble service to people who are hungry or thirsty or a

stranger or naked or sick or in prison. He taught his disciples – and us – that there would

be consequences – eternal punishment – but the righteous will have eternal life. Yes,
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Christ is coming to judge the nations – that is all humankind – but he taught a kingdom of

justice and judgment balanced with radical love, mercy, peace, and forgiveness. When we

celebrate Christ as King, we are not celebrating an oppressive ruler, but one willing to die

for all humanity and whose loving-kindness endures forever.

A missionary friend quoted his International Council when he posted on Facebook last

night: “There is no participation in Christ without participation in his mission to the

world.”

Do we practice compassion and love towards one another – to our neighbours – to all

our neighbours day-to–day? Or do we demonstrate love only to those who believe as we

do? It is much more difficult to participate in Christ every day than to simply believe in a

creed or a set of doctrines. Barbara Brown Taylor, the noted preacher and teacher,

reflects on the everydayness of being a disciple of Jesus. What will matter, she says is

“how we behaved when we thought God was not around” – not just who we are in

church, but everyday as we encounter one another and all other children of God.

We are called into relationship with one another and with the world – however

unlikely those relationships may be. On this Christ the King Sunday and every day “we

are called to look at each other and see Christ. It is as simple – and as hard – as that.”

Lord, let it be so.

Amen.

                                                  
1 Joan Chittister, The Liturgical Year, the spiraling adventure of the spiritual life, p. 188.
2 Ibid., pp. 10-11.


