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I wonder whether any of you here are science fiction fans?  I’m not at all, but I reckon that today’s readings from the books of Daniel and Revelation might be slightly easier to grasp for those people who are.  Perhaps those of you who aren’t used to imagining alternative universes were, like me, slightly perplexed when you heard the first two readings.  Maybe you couldn’t find an immediate connection so you just let the words wash over you while you thought of something else for a few minutes.  I know how tempting that can be!!  One of the reasons many of us find the books of Daniel and Revelation so difficult to understand, is that they come from what we call the ‘apocalyptic tradition’, speaking of cosmic realms and realities which seem very far removed from our experience.  But their presence in the Bible should assure us that they are worthy of our attention and, if we try to engage with them, we may well be richly rewarded with an added dimension to our concept of God’s bigger picture.

So, to recap: In Daniel we are shown a scene of a court of judgment in which someone called the ‘Ancient One’, with flowing white hair, is sitting on a throne surrounded by fire, indeed emanating fire, flanked by thousands of attendants.  And before this ‘Ancient One’ another figure, like a human being, is presented and Daniel says ‘To him was given … kingship, that all peoples … should serve him.  His dominion is … everlasting … , and his kingship … shall never be destroyed.’  In Revelation we have a comparable image of Jesus Christ, the ruler of the kings of the earth, coming with the clouds.  It is he, the firstborn of the dead, who set us free from our sins by his blood because he loved us.  He is not just an earthly king whose time will come and go; he is identified with the Lord God, he is the beginning of the universe and the end, and human language cannot express the infinite power and majesty of his being.

So, what do these extraordinary visions have to say to us?  Why are we reading them now?  How do they relate to our gospel reading, when Pilate questioned Jesus’ claims of kingship?

Well, the Feast of Christ the King is trying to prepare us for the season of Advent, when we wait for that great paradox: the arrival of the kingdom of God in the presence of a vulnerable human.  So we are encouraged to think about what the kingdom of God is about, where power is located, and indeed what sort of power it is that we ascribe to God.  The corollary to that is to question how we ourselves perceive and use power both for ourselves and in the furtherance of the gospel and the kingdom.  

The reading from Daniel beings with a scene of power – king, fire and attendants.  It’s not necessarily quite how we would picture power, but we can recognise the elements: the centrality of one dominant figure, surrounded by armies of loyal supporters but set apart and untouchable by massive forces, in this case fire, which isolate and promote him.  But then what happens?  An ordinary human being, who looks very like the rest of us, comes to the awesome throne and instantly the fire and the throne and bowing crowds fade, and we wait to see how power will be manifested in this unprepossessing human figure.

The reading from Revelation then takes up the story.  We see how this human figure was to exercise dominion.  He came to love us and to die for us.  The power of God’s kingdom in this world is not the fiery cohorts; the power of God’s kingdom in this world is the individual human who changed the world through love and self-giving.  Anyone who has gone to church enough knows that; but do we really believe it?  Do we actually live our lives in the light of that disturbing, astonishing, empowering fact?

The reading from St John’s gospel makes the point even more graphically, because it has two pictures of power face to face.  Pilate’s power we recognize.  Pilate exercises power over these squabbling people, whom he can’t really be bothered to understand.  They have brought in a man and although Pilate knows the charges are trumped up, that’s not his concern.  He goes straight to the only point that is of interest to him: ‘Are you challenging my power?’  And he reads Jesus’ answer – rightly – as ‘Yes’.  He is too impatient to hear exactly why, but he is surely right to pounce on that central word, ‘King’.  If Jesus is King, then what is Pilate?

[If Pilate had really listened to the nuances of what Jesus was saying, would it have changed his mind?  Jesus’ kingship, after all, has left Pilate’s kind apparently largely untouched.  Jesus himself points out that his followers are hardly acting like revolutionaries, bent on setting up their own king.  But when Jesus offers to explain to Pilate what his kingship is, Pilate doesn’t care.  He is obsessed with the one word, ‘King’.  To him, it means only one thing: a thing that he longs for & would commit any perjury & injustice for – power.]

But Jesus’ kingship is defined ultimately not by power, but by truth.  Our reading ends with the verse: ‘Pilate asked him “So you are a king?”  Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king.  For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”’, but if we read on just 6 more words we have some of the most profound words of all time: ‘Pilate asked him, “What is truth?”’.  

If we struggle to make sense of how Jesus’ kingship could be described as truth, we might want to say that it is ‘reality’.  It is the given fact of existence.  Revelation calls it ‘the Alpha and the Omega, who was and is and is to come’.  If the actual reality of the world, from its creation to its end, is like Jesus, then this strange human obsession with power is an aberration.  It has no ability to create, to redeem or to sanctify.  Jesus’ challenge to Pilate’s kind of power is too slow and subtle for many of us, who long to use the weapons of worldly power to force victory for God – and for justice, and human rights and world peace and whatever else we think might justify the sword.  But if Jesus is the truth, then any other way is falsehood, and will fail.  So when Jesus says ‘my kingdom is not of this world’, he isn’t saying that the sphere of his rule is purely heavenly, leaving the earth to its own devices.  He’s not talking about the kingdom’s location, but its character: this kingdom isn’t the sort that advances by violence.  Pilate, who doesn’t know what truth is, doesn’t know that there can be a kingdom without violence.  But the gift of Christ, God coming into the world as a vulnerable man, is to show us that reality as it was and is and is to come, is shaped by a different kingship.

Amen.
