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Preaching is a serious business. William Inge, perhaps the second most famous dean of St Paul’s in
London, rightly says that preachers have a duty to preach about “what they do believe and not about what
they don’t”. Most Sundays I try to be faithful to this duty. But today I am not even going to try. I am
going, instead, to tell you straight out why I think that this Feast of Christ the King that we celebrate
today is a bad idea, a very bad idea, an idea, as it were, beyond redemption. And this is not because I am

a Republican (although I am), but because I believe that the words and images we use to speak about God

really matter, and that this is a classic example of how it can go wrong.

In front of you, you have an image of Christ crucified. What do you see?

You see the body of a man, naked and broken, crowned with the mockery of a

crown of thorns, a human being defeated and abandoned. Eyes closed his head
bows to one side—he is finished. You see the body of a man who loved us,

and loved us to the end, and whose love cost him everything. It’s a picture

that we are all familiar with from the gospels. None of them, except perhaps

John, has anything nice to say about being crucified.

Underneath that is a traditional image of Christ the King. The crown of

thorns has been replaced by a real crown. The naked, broken body is replaced

by a figure dressed in the robes of priest. No longer broken and finished by

his ideal, Christ the King is firmly in control of himself, and looks out, self-

possessed and strong, from the cross. An awful lot has changed.

It is easy enough to see what Pope Pius XI who created this feast in 1925 was
trying to say. He wanted to say that the crown of thorns was like a glorious jewelled crown, more
precious than any earthly crown. By dressing Christ in a priest’s robes, he wanted to say that in suffering
and death Jesus exercises the priestly ministry of reconciling all people to God. By showing a powerful,
controlled Christ he wanted to display a Saviour who was in control of his destiny, who freely chose it,
whom death could not overcome. He wanted people to abandon their allegiance to atheistic communism
and secularism, to abandon godless modernism and return in submission before the feet of Christ the

King.

It is equally easy to see how those early Christians failed to get that message across. They took symbols

of secular and religious power and wanted to undercut them, to critique them, to say ‘Look, this is true
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kingship. This is real priestliness’. But sadly, exactly the reverse happened. People came to see Christ

as like an earthly king, like an earthly priest. This is how it has played out in Christian history. Genghis
Khan was not the first or the last to remark that “in heaven there was one King and on earth, one King,
Genghis the Khan”. Constantine, the first Christian emperor was fond of that line of thinking too. Priests
came to think that they had a monopoly on being Christ-like. They could point to Christ the King dressed
in his vestments, and say, see we are the ones who wear Christ’s vestments on earth, we are the only ones
who understand, the only ones who have real Christ-like access to God. No parish in Melbourne can
have escaped the ministry of priests who think like that, and some still think that way today. Christ the
King feeds directly into a fantasy of domination: “One God rules in heaven, One Lord rules on earth, One
priest rules the parish, One man rules his household”. What began as a critique of earthly power, in fact

ended up supporting the very dictators in church and state that the Jesus of the Gospels attacks.

That’s an historical tragedy. Jesus sends his disciples out to baptise all nations and to teach everything
that he has shown them, but they end up teaching something else. It is a lesson in the ability of symbols
to overpower the message they are intended to present. I believe that something similar happens in all
our language about Christian soldiers. ‘Onward Christian soldiers’ is a hymn I find every difficult to
sing. I understand that it speaks of Christians as soldiers of the Prince of Peace, but I am always thinking
of the crusaders who caved in the heads of Turks, shouting as their battle-cry ‘Christ is lord’. Or, in more
recent times, of George Bush and his “godly crusade against the axis of evil”. And there are other images

and metaphors too in which more is sacrificed than gained.

Perhaps we will absolve these supporters of Christ the King and the Christian soldiers, understanding that
were people of their time, perhaps not. One thing is clear, though, that the pictures we have in our heads
of God and Jesus have a direct impact on what we think about them, the world and ourselves. They not
only help us to think, they teach us whatto think. That was true for the early Christians. It’s true for you.
I should love to crawl inside your heads and see what images are in there of Jesus, God and the Spirit. I
wonder what I would find? A Judge, a teacher, a friend of sinners, Christ Crucified or Christ risen, a
revolutionary, a liberator, an intercessor, a loving redeemer, a king, someone broken for me, or someone
who asks me to break myself for him? I wonder. What do you imagine is waiting for you beyond the
pearly gates? Whatever is in there I hope it pays more attention to the gospel stories than this image of
Christ the King that we have before us today, and I hope that it leaves room for surprises. For whatever

our images, | think that we shall all have that!
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