God’s love knows no barriers. St. Pascal’s...where all people matter.
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Dear Friends:
Today is the Feast of Christ the King, the culmination of our church's liturgical
year. I have never forgotten something that a colleague of mine once said about
twenty years ago when we were helping to lead a musical group at a parish in
Cambridge, MA. She expressed her belief that the most appropriate song for
today's feast would be "What Child is This?"—the Christmas carol—because she
believed that our tradition had gotten the meaning of this feast day all wrong for a
very long time. And I think she was/is correct about that. If the gospels are clear
about anything in this regard it is in the fact that the alleged "kingship" of Jesus was
not in conformity with the presumed trappings of royal earthly power and privilege
that everyone in his day seemed to presume. The biblical stories of Herod and of
Pontius Pilate illustrate that they both thought that they were in search of a person
who commanded armies and who sat on thrones and who conquered by raw force
and cruelty, just as they did. They projected their own notions of "kingship" upon
Jesus, and they just couldn't understand how any kind of king could be meek,
vulnerable, poor, unarmed, capable of being crucified. And unfortunately our
Christian history of preaching and teaching has all too frequently made the very
same mistake.
The heart of Jesus' witness about kingship is that the so-called great ones are the
ones who serve the rest, and the so-called "first" ones are really the "last" ones, at
least as this world understands those categories. If you examine the history of
religious art, for example, you will discover that the image of "Christ the King" is
most usually made to look like any other king we know, only bigger, tougher, and
more aloof. The crown he wears is not one of thorns, as the bible actually reports,
but of gold and jewels. And he reigns not by suffering or self-offering, but by
dominating. We've completely missed the point: Jesus did not arrive to fit in neatly
to our conceptions of what a real "king" looks like; he arrived in order to tell us
that our notions of "kingship" are completely distorted and in need of correction by
the witness of his life. He is not our king because he's the strongest man in the
room. He's the king because he's the most compassionate and selfless person in
the room (which actually is stronger than brute force). He does not command our
obedience with threats of harm. He invites our obedience with words of
encouragement, and allows us to say "no" if that is our choice. Compared to our
usual images of how a "king" behaves, this Jesus seems pretty soft. As I have
pointed out before, the inscription that Pilate had placed over Jesus' head on the
cross, "Jesus the Nazorean, the King of the Jews," (INRI) was not meant to be an
honor. It was meant to be the most dripping sarcasm, as if to say, "This guy is a
king? Hah!"
"What child is this, who, laid to rest on Mary's lap is sleeping?" This absolutely
vulnerable little baby, whom "angels greet with anthems sweet?" Who has arrived
here in poverty and almost complete anonymity, to be adored by poor shepherds as
well as by alien magi from the East? "This, THIS is Christ the King," who has
come not to fit the mold of earthly royalty but to judge that mold by calling out
how distorted it is. To be subjects of this king is to identify with the lowly and to
seek out the poor and dispossessed. It is to spend a lot of time in the places where
the "least ones" hang out, rather than behind the walls of any palace.
Let us give praise to Christ our King, indeed, but let us be very well aware of just
what that title suggests of him and demands of us.
Fr. Mike Byron
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