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This is the last Sunday of the church’s year. In the lectionary, it’s called ‘Christ the
King’ or “The Reign of Christ’. On this day, it’s as if the whole worshipping life of the
Christian community is summed up in the proclamation that Christ is in charge. For
all that the power of death and evil seems to prevail in this world, the feast of Christ
the King mounts its counter-intuitive claim that, when all is said and done, he’s ‘got
this’.

Every year, of course, we struggle with the terminology. The metaphor of
kingship, of Jesus seated on the throne of heaven and reigning over all, conjures
uncomfortable associations of hierarchy, domination and unwarranted hereditary
privilege — not to mention gilded ballrooms and arbitrary rule. So every year, we go
through the motions of unpacking the meaning of this feast in other terms. We talk
about how Christ’s kingship is a subversion of our usual monarchical associations. He
is a ‘good’ king, a ‘servant king’, not a self-serving imperial overlord; he reigns
precisely insofar as he refuses to exercise ‘power over’ or displace the life of the
world; we speak of the rule of kindness and mercy, and so on.

The reading we’ve just heard, however, offers a different set of metaphors to
express the same kind of theological point. And though these metaphors are no less
startling and in need of interrogation, they seem to me somehow more fruitful and
interesting than metaphors of kingship (however reconstructed). For in his letter to
the Colossians, St Paul interprets Christ’s significance in relation to the whole
creation, and not just to human community. He is characterised as the organising
principle and underlying coherence of the world itself, ‘for in him” wrote Paul ‘all
things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible’. He is part of
it, “the first born of all creation’, and yet somehow also at the source of it, ‘before all

things’. This astonishing testimony, which belongs to the earliest strands of Christian



literature, seems to find in Jesus the heart of the world’s meaning, its beginning and
its end.

Yet what could possibly justify this way of speaking? Jesus was a single, finite,
human being. He lived and died at a particular point in time, in a particular cultural
and religious setting. When you think about the incredible diversity of human
cultures and the natural world, when you think of all the eons of evolutionary time,
and the magnitude of an expanding cosmos, what could it possibly mean to say that
‘in him all things hold together’ and that ‘in him all the fullness of God was pleased to
dwell’? Some of us might have problems with the language of kingship, but isn’t this
rhetoric even more problematic, arrogant, inflated? Haven’t we just jumped from
the frying pan into the fire?

Well, at one level, yes. Clearly there’s no argument from outside the
relationship of faith that could lead anyone to this kind of conclusion. St Paul wrote
that no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12.3). It’s
an inspired recognition. In a similar vein, Rowan Williams has said that if people ‘take
seriously doctrines such as the divinity of Christ, it is not primarily because they can
treat them as ... tidy conclusions to an argument, deductions from readily available
evidence’.’ So why should we take such doctrines seriously? How are they more than
expressions of anthropocentric and religious imperialism? Our guy is bigger than all
your guys put together?

It is certainly true that, in the history of Christianity, that’s how the
proclamation of Jesus’ cosmic significance has all too often been deployed. From
prelates acting like princes, to churches accruing worldly power and resisting the
findings of science, to Christian missions dominating and decimating indigenous
cultures, the claim that Jesus and the community bearing his name are divinely
licensed to rule over all has had profoundly destructive consequences. It’s a history

that calls for profound repentance, and little wonder we feel squeamish about
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proclaiming the reign of Christ or maintaining that he is the key to the world’s
meaning.

Remember, though, that Paul himself was making this claim in the context of
a church without any worldly power at all —an embryonic and fragile set of
communities suffering persecution, social and theological dislocation, struggling to
figure out its own identity. And still he conceives of Jesus as the heart of the world’s
meaning; still he proclaims that it’s Jesus who makes known creation’s underlying
pattern and truth. Where does such a vision come from? How may it be discerned?

For Paul, it seems, his conviction grew from an encounter that awakened him
to what he recognised as the truth of his own life, including his shadow. He was
opened to a whole new source of energy and inspiration, and drawn into a
movement of infinitely reconciling love. It was an experience of power, light, the
fullness of reality. It did not negate his previous life, or displace the integrity of his
personhood, but enlarged and reconnected him. It made sense of things and opened
the future. His experience of Jesus’ presence gave him ‘an entirely new frame of
reference’, a new set of possibilities for being. Paul described it as ‘a new creation’,
and he recognised this same recreating dynamic, this same radical transfiguration of
life and hope unfolding in others who encountered Jesus. And thus emerged his
sense that Jesus somehow makes possible, is somehow integral to, the truth and
fulfilment of all being.

So much for Paul, or at least my attempt at paraphrasing Paul. But all this
matters little if we can’t make anything of it for ourselves. If it remains mere words
from an alien world. How may we come in our own voice to say ‘Jesus is Lord’? To
know, even if we don’t understand, that there’s truth in proclaiming that Christ is at
the heart of all life?

Sometimes it seems this knowing befalls suddenly, almost unbidden. It was
like that for Paul, who was blinded by light on his way to lynch a mob of Christians.
Simone Weil too speaks of a sudden encounter. Her spiritual biography tells of her

practice of reciting the poem, ‘Love’, by George Herbert, often at the culminating



point of a violent headache, ‘concentrating all my attention upon it and clinging with
all my soul to the tenderness it enshrines’.? ‘I used to think’, she writes, that ‘l was
merely reciting it as a beautiful poem, but without my knowing it the recitation had
the virtue of a prayer. It was during one of these recitations that ... Christ himself
came down and took possession of me’.

Weil said she had never foreseen the possibility of ‘a real contact, person to
person, here below, between a human being and God’. She had vaguely heard of
such things, but had never believed them. And she is clear that she didn’t just dream
it up: ‘in this sudden possession of me by Christ, neither my senses nor my
imagination had any part; | only felt in the midst of my suffering the presence of a
love, like that which one can read in the smile on a beloved face’.? John Main, by
contrast, speaks of a much slower, less dramatic process of coming to know Christ
and entering through him into what he calls ‘the infinite expansion that is God’.*

Some of us will know this experience, this felt sense of being drawn — whether
suddenly or gradually —into a strange, yet compelling new sense of the whole, which
is somehow connected to the person of Jesus. Others of us may feel on the outside
of such experience, unable to make anything of these testimonies, maybe frustrated
and sad, maybe sceptical and still fearful of falling into illusion. Each of us makes our
own journey, this journey of and to the heart.

But today, wherever we find ourselves, the church persists in its testimony
that in the person and persevering love of Jesus we see the ‘image of the invisible
God’, and that through and with him we too may participate in the fulfiiment of the
whole creation. My prayer is that the effect of this testimony is not to flatten the
diversity of human cultures or deny the magnitude of cosmic history, but to make

available a relation that enlarges and transfigures the possibilities of all. And if this is
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true, then with the psalmist we may perhaps truly sing, ‘the Lord is king, let the earth

rejoice’ (Ps. 97.1).



