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The festival of Christ the King is the newest festival in the church year. It was added 

to the liturgical calender in 1925. At that time, around the world nationalist 

movements had begun to flourish like kudzu in the Tennessee summertime. In Italy, 

the Fascist Benito Mussolini had been ruling Italy for three years. In Germany, Adolf 

Hitler’s National Socialist or Nazi Party was beginning to draw attention after an 

attempted coup in Munich. These movements stressed that nation is of supreme 

importance and that religion is a private matter, best left out of the social and 

political sphere, except where it can serve the interests of the nation.  

 

As a challenge to nationalism and to the increasing secularism of the age, Pope Pius XI 

called on the Roman Catholic church to assert that Christ is King and the rightful ruler 

of the universe. In the years that followed other Christian communions added the day 

to their calendars. 

 

On this feast day, sometimes called “Reign of Christ” these non-monarchial days, we 

affirm that Jesus lives and rules over us and that no other authority on earth, no 

political party, no ideology, no market forces, no president or congress or king or 

nation has precedence over him in our church and in our lives. That’s a lot to say, if 

you think about it. 

 

One of the reasons Christians were so viciously persecuted by the Roman empire in 

the early days of the church was because they made this same assertion. “Jesus is 

Lord,” they said. And if Jesus is Lord, then Caesar isn’t, you see. You can follow 

Caesar but only up to a point. You can render to Caesar what is Caesar’s but not what 

is God’s. And when Caesar wanted to be god, well, there was conflict.  

 

In the time of the early church, saying, “Jesus is Lord” could get you fed to lions or 

beheaded or crucified on the side of the road. In the time of the Nazis, following 

Jesus could land you in a prison camp or get you hanged. 

 

Today, saying “Jesus is Lord” doesn’t cost much. We don’t expect any imperial guard 

or brown shirt thugs to break into our church building or into our homes and haul us 



 

 

away for singing “Christ is the King!” We don’t expect to be fired from our job for 

watching this videoed service of worship. 

 

But while it may be easy to say, “Jesus is Lord,” it may be just as hard today as ever 

to actually mean it, to really live it.   

 

And one reason it is hard to live as if Jesus is Lord is that, as our gospel lesson makes 

clear, he keeps showing up where we don’t expect him – as the sick neighbor we may 

ignore, or the prisoner we condemn to live without any human dignity, as the hungry 

child who doesn’t merit a thought from us, as the immigrant we consider a threat to 

our way of life. (Yes, the word translated “stranger” here in Matthew is the Greek 

word ξένος and it is also the word for immigrant or outsider.) Our word for the fear of 

those not like us - Xenophobia - comes from this Greek word.  

 

When I think about preaching on this text, I’m tempted to do my best to inspire us to 

keep up the good work, St. Andrew, to, as the gospel suggests, go out and care for 

the needy, tend the sick, visit the prisoner, clothe the naked, welcome the 

immigrants, and work to create a society of justice in which the needs of the poor 

and the powerless will be met as readily as the needs of the politically influential and 

well-connected. After all, in our first lesson, Ezekiel tells us what God thinks of the 

fat sheep who use more than their share and push the weak sheep out of the way! 

 

But today’s gospel doesn’t actually tell us to go out and find somebody in need to 

serve, especially if what we are after in that serving is a reward on the judgment day. 

No, the very heart of today's gospel lesson is that we really serve the Lord in our 

unguarded moments, when we aren't even aware of what we are doing.  

 

In Jesus’ story neither the sheep nor the goats were mindful of what they had been 

doing. “Lord,” they both ask, “when did we see you hungry or a prisoner.....” No, 

their serving or not serving those thought of as unimportant came naturally to them. 

It was who they were, or who they had become. Those who served seem to have done 

it out of genuine compassion and love. Those who refused, refused because they 

simply hadn’t paid attention to the needs of people around them.  

 

You see, if this lesson convinces us to go out and do good so that we’ll go to heaven,  

then our motivation in doing good is not love for those who are in need, but simply to 

get a reward or to avoid punishment. And we are still only in love with ourselves. 
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There’s more going on here. We were created, you and I, in the image of God, a God 

who came to earth as a poor baby, whose parents out of fear of King Herod became 

refugees, asylum seekers in Egypt, who lived as a homeless person, and who died as a 

condemned criminal - a God who gave up everything in order to get through to us. 

God is love, First John says. To be the image of God, then, is to be a loving person.  

 

One of those people who was executed for daring to follow Jesus, Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, said that when you boil down the Christian faith to its essence, you are 

left with this: The Christian is the person for others.  

 

To serve a king like Jesus is to become a different person, a person for others. Mercer 

University church history professor Buddy Shurden says it like this: “Being a Christian 

means having your heart broken by the same things that break the heart of Christ.” It 

is to be changed from who we naturally are - people turned in on ourselves, to people 

who are in love with God and with our neighbors.  

 

And if that is the case, as we celebrate Christ the King, this loving Ruler, this giving 

Lord, this Judge, should we not pray, dear friends, that God will change us, will fill us 

with love for others, no matter how looked down upon they may be in the world, no 

matter how excluded, no matter how insignificant they may seem to us now? 

Shouldn’t we pray to become people who will serve one another and give to those in 

need, not with calculation or for reward, but out of love?  

 

And shouldn't that shape our prayer this Thanksgiving week and every week – not that 

we might do enough good works to get into heaven, but that the Spirit might form us 

into the very image of Christ and give us, as scripture says, the mind of Christ. 

 

Thomas Merton, the Trappist monk, writer, and Christian mystic, wrote about 

experiencing just that change of heart, “In Louisville, [Kentucky] at the corner of 

Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district” He wrote, “I was suddenly 

overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all these people, that they were mine 

and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were total 

strangers.… I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of their 

hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core of their 

reality, the person that each one is in God’s eyes.” 
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Merton goes on, “If only we could see each other that way all the time. There would 

be no more war, no more hatred, no more cruelty, no more greed.”  

 

And I would add, then we would serve Jesus when he shows up as the least of people, 

not because we ought to, but because we love him. We love him when he is the 

person locked in prison. We love him when he is the mother who works two jobs and 

still knows that her children are sometimes hungry when they go to bed. We love him 

when he is on the cold, wind-blown street and needs a jacket. We love him when he 

is ill and alone. We love him when he is the immigrant looking for safety and a chance 

at a decent life.  

 

Preacher Fred Craddock says this about judgment day, “The one question on the final 

exam is this: ‘How did you respond to human need?”  

 

When the Spirit forms us into the image of Christ, we won’t need to worry about that 
final exam. We will do our good deeds out of love for our neighbor. And we will be 
ready to meet the one who made us and loves us, the one who is our Sovereign and 
our Savior and who will be our Judge.  


