THIRTY-FOURTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR
SOLEMNITY OF CHRIST THE KING
21st November 2021

The feast of Christ the King, in bringing the Church’s year to its climax, has naturally acquired an eschatological significance. (Eschatology is the subject of the end of time) Christ's enthronement at the Ascension is the opening act of this final reign, and his heavenly rule between the Ascension and his return marks the progressive defeat of the powers of evil. 

Reading I: Daniel 7:13-14

This mysterious passage is one of those whose original meaning has always been unclear but was used of Christ anyway. In the author’s mind, the ‘son of man’ as the term is used here is possibly an angel, possibly a representative human being but probably a personification of Israel. In vv. 1-8 leading up to our reading. four animals represent four of Israel’s neighbours. (The Babylonian, Median, Persian and Seleucid empires) So continuing in the same vein, Israel, represented by a human being is given authority to rule over them. 

But, no ancient writer felt necessary to take account of context and Mark is typical of them. He describes Jesus as applying the passage to himself before the High Priest. Mark would not have thought that Jesus actually said as much in so many words, but the passage expressed what Mark understood Jesus to have intended. Jesus thus deliberately gives Caiaphas a blasphemy with which to charge him. (Mark 14;62) In other words, Mark uses the text to mean something else entirely, and that is that Christ will leave this world in triumph for that of heaven. 

We may read Daniel 7, not as a prediction of the Ascension, which is tempting, but as inaugurating the final establishment of Christ's rule. But, it can only be the beginning. For we do not yet see all things subdued under his feet. Not yet do all peoples, nations, and languages serve him. That they will do so at the end is an inalienable aspect of Christian hope. 

It is clear that ‘son of man’ was Jesus’ chosen term for himself, though maybe not in an eschatological sense, but it is also certain that the early Church did use the phrase in this way. (see Mark 13:26).





Psalm 92; 1-2 & 5

This psalm is one of those that may have been used at the coronation of Kings in Jerusalem. It speaks of Yahweh’s kingship whose representative is being crowned. But in Christian interpretation, many texts of the Old Testament that speak of Yahweh can be applied to Christ. It is through Christ, from the time of his ascension on, that the Father exercises his kingdom. 

Reading II: Apocalypse aka The Revelation of John 1:5-8

[bookmark: _Hlk85013039]The Apocalypse is a genre of writing with which we are not familiar. Our reading comes from the opening greeting addressed to seven of the Churches in Asia Minor but possibly representing as many again. Revelation is presented as a letter to seven Churches - a symbolic number, meaning all the Christian communities in the province of Achaia. (That area we now call Western Turkey) The writer calls himself John, a servant of God, and he claims to be writing on behalf of the seven spirits surrounding the throne of God and from Jesus Christ. Again, seven is symbolic, implying the presence of God in every aspect of daily life. 

The author could have been John, one of the ‘Twelve’ but would have been very old. It is more likely that he was a disciple of the Apostle, whose name he took at his baptism. There is early (120 A.D.) documentary evidence of two Christian graves at Ephesus, both inscribed ‘John’  

To Christ, John attributes three titles. Firstly ‘witness’ (Greek is martyr) which refers to the Crucifixion. Second is the ‘first-born’ which meant the Risen One and thirdly the ‘Ruler of Kings’ which alludes to the Ascension. 

After the doxology there follows a proclamation of the imminent Parousia, which is to be the theme of the rest of the apocalypse. This proclamation draws upon a combination of Old Testament allusions, including our first reading and Zechariah 12:10. 

John's address is full of comfort. We are assured that our God is the everlasting, the Almighty. But it was the conviction of the Evangelists that they met this awesome God in the one who laid down his life for us. John puts, in his manner, what Paul had already declared: 'God proved his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us' (Romans 5:8). Once slaves of sin, we have been set free, with radical freedom: 'If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed' (John 8:36). Christian privilege brings its challenging obligation: priestly concern for the whole of humankind. But nothing less should inspire those who serve the God who is God of all.

We read John’s Apocalypse to-day in small chunks. We read it with some interest but less understanding. We are not always conscious of the fact that it was written to those who faced the daily risk of death for their loyalty to the Lord. It only took a peevish neighbour to denounce his fellow citizen and he would be investigated. John tried to encourage them to stand firm, in the face of unknown dangers. (Nero dipped some Christians in tar and set them alight to illuminate his gardens.) 

And if some succumbed and took Caesar’s oath, the Church would discuss whether they should be readmitted to Communion or not. Now, we have freedom of speech, even protection under the law, of which John’s readers could only have dreamed but do we always appreciate the cost? 

Gospel: John 18:33b-37

It is beyond all doubt that Jesus was crucified on the charge of being a messianic pretender. This is established by the titulus on the cross, handed down in various forms but always agreeing on the essential core: "the King' of the Jews" ("King" being the Roman understanding of 'Messiah").

It is not certain precisely what attitude Jesus took toward this charge of kingship at the investigation before the Sanhedrin and at his trial before Pilate. Some traditions present him as preserving a stony silence (pleading the fifth amendment, as it were), while others present him as not rejecting the charge but as being at pains to correct it. The answer "You say that I am a king" would be equivalent to "It's your word, not mine". 

In the Johannine version of the trial before Pilate, Jesus explicitly corrects the charge by offering a reinterpretation of what kingship means for him. This is done by his answers to three questions put to him by Pilate. 

Pilate was a bad ruler. He was weak, henpecked with no moral sense of right or wrong and one who made frequent tactless decisions. But he would have had no gripe with Jesus if Annas and Caiaphas had not raised the matter. 

First, Pilate asks him if he is a king. Jesus—in a reply that sounds traditional, for it does not sound like John—asks where Pilate got his idea. This is to define the issues. Are we debating a charge trumped up by the Jewish authorities? Pilate points out that that the charge originated with the Jewish authorities and asks ‘What have you done?’

Jesus' second reply is negative. He says what his kingship is not. rather than what it is — it is not "of this world" which does sound like John. "world" in John means human society organized on the basis of its unbelief. His world is an unredeemed society.

But despite denial, Jesus insists that in a certain sense, as yet undefined, he is a king. Pilate therefore repeats the first question, thus giving Jesus a chance to state his own definition of kingship. He has come into the world (see above) to be ‘witness to the truth’ 

Alongside ‘world’ witness and truth are also typical Johannine words. Truth (aletheia) occurs twice in Matthew, four times each in Mark and Luke but forty-six times in John. In historic Judaism ‘truth’ supremely meant the Torah (Law of Moses) but also reliability and dependability. In Greek philosophy, it meant harmony with the divine Logos and was an abstract virtue, much as we would understand it to-day. For John, it means all these, but more than any of them, it means the revelation of the nature of God in the person of Jesus that they had known. 

He is the bearer of the divine revelation. Here, then, we have a complete redefinition of messiahship or kingship in terms of Johannine theology. "Truth" in John means the reality of God as seen through his revelatory and redemptive action.

The Johannine version of the trial before Pilate (18:28-19:16) is involved and dramatic. John has two stage settings. The outer court of the praetorium is where the Jews vociferously put pressure on Pilate to find Jesus guilty. Within the praetorium where the Jews’ conscience does not allow them to go, Pilate is under pressure from his wife to find him innocent. (Matthew 27;19) Pilate weakly capitulates. He passes back and forth from one setting to the other, his restlessness symbolic of the struggle within himself. 

There is a subtle difference between the Synoptics and John in their apportioning of the responsibility for Jesus’ crucifixion.  Mark clearly blames Pilate, but Matthew, Luke and John shift the blame to the Jewish leaders. This reflects the later decline of Judaism as a daily threat and the growing need to avoid offending the Romans more than necessary. 

Year A has a parable of Jesus on Kingship. Year B has the interview with Pilate. But Year C really hits the bull’s eye with its account of the crucifixion. This is the throne of power that Christians share with the King and the authority we exercise as priestly mediators in the world. This generous Jesus is, indeed, worthy of honour and glory.


