Christ the King 2013 Year C

Jeremiah 23:1-6
Psalm 46

Colossians 1:11-20
Luke 23:33-43
Today is the last Sunday of the Church’s year. Next Sunday Advent begins, the new year, the three-year cycle of readings slips from Year C (today) back to Year A (next week).

Today is stir-up Sunday – named after the ‘old’—sorry, I mean the proper—collect for the last Sunday of the church’s year:

Stir up, we beseech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they, plenteously bringing forth the fruit of good works, may of thee be plenteously rewarded; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
In Latin it begins, Excita, quaesumus, Domine …  Stir up in Latin is excite!

In the long lost days when families did things together, today was the day when they mixed ingredients for the Christmas pud. Everyone has a stir and makes a wish. Family elders chuck coins in, and children find! Health and happiness for the next year.

IN today’s CoI Lectionary, it’s the feast of the Kingship of Christ, or better, of Christ the King. 

Can I bring these themes together?

What sort of king? Jeremiah thinks it’s a king who rescues his people from being scattered like lost sheep; one that knows about wisdom and justice, one that gives us security to facilitate well-being. In the Epistle, Paul talks moves from human time to cosmic time: Jesus as the pre-existent Son of God (In the beginning was the Word …; begotten not made, before all worlds …). Poetry. And in the Gospel, we have strangers, criminals even, one taunting the dying Jesus, kicking him while he’s down (just like a bully in the playground—do you remember?), and thee other recognizing his extraordinary nature from seeing the way he dies. 

Is the notion of kingship helpful? The festival developed at a time when the royal houses of Europe were being threatened and overthrown. I suspect kingship is not helpful in this state! What image of kingship comes to your mind?

Is Christ the king a powerful, cruel tyrant? I think not. Certainly the church has acted as a powerful cruet tyrant and is now, thankfully, getting its comeuppance. I see Christ the King as the sort of person who leads us to places we fear to go. Someone who stirs us, who excites us, to action (the Latin beginning of the stir up prayer). This is the sort of king who provokes us to realize that we don’t need to be fearful and ashamed of the past, but that we can move on with the past behind us to great new things. This is the sort of king who does not heap expectations and rules and shoulds and oughts on us, but who takes them away from us and carries them himself. The sort of King who makes our loads lighter, not heavier. The sort of King who frees us from all this so that we can do great things. 

This is called forgiveness. Christ the King who enables us to forgive and realize that we are forgiven. There is no need for us to carry burdens. Christ the King who lifts us from the rut and excites us to look to the future.
********

Who do you remember from your past? Do you remember with gratitude those who punished you, who tried to impress you, who impose on you? Or do you remember with gratitude those who showed you things, taught you to do things, encouraged you and then left you to get on with things? 
I think Christ the King is the second sort. Someone who never used power to his own advantage. Someone who shows, teaches, encourages and then lets us get on with it. Christ the Team Captain might be a better name for this festival, and one more in tune with current sensibilities. A captain who works with the team rather than imposes on them. A captain who uses power for the benefit of others rather than for their own self-interest.
Kings have kingdoms. We say time and again, ‘thy kingdom come on earth, as it is in heaven.’ This is not about the kingdom to which some people think they go after they’ve died. I don’t know—nobody has ever come back to tell me. It’s about making the ideal kingdom (the Kingdom of heaven) here NOW. It’s about life before death, not life after death. It’s about you and I making a world where we show, we teach, we encourage. A world where we don’t impose. Not a kingdom where we stifle and suffocate and kill, but a kingdom where we excite.

At the end of this year, look back. Ask yourself: have I encouraged, shown, nurtured, and excited? Resolve to do more of that. Ask yourself: have I imposed on, have I put down, shamed, taunted—like the criminal taunting Jesus? Whom have I kicked when they were down? Have I stifled and suffocated? Resolve to do less of that. 

Keep the example of Jesus as the team captain who shows by example for the benefit of others. You will become more Christ-like. The Christmas gospel tells us: ‘to all who received him and believed in his name, he gave the power to become children of God.’ Even you and me.
