BBC 4 is currently showing a fascinating history of Christianity introduced by Oxford professor, Diarmid McCullough. The story is fascinating and sympathetically told. McCullough reveals the complexity and sweep of Christian history and whilst sympathetic is not uncritical. Things seem to go wrong in Christian history, Diarmid McCullough suggests,  when the church gets too close to power, when the institutions of the church cosy up to kings and rulers and start to believe that the kingdom of God and the kingdom of this world might, after all, be the same thing. What follows is inquisitions, crusades, corruption and wars. But the relationship between faith and power is always going to be a tricky one to negotiate. As we know power, certainly unfettered power, has a tendency to corrupt and become an end in itself but equally without power it is hard to change anything or make a difference in the real world. It may seem to some the obviously Christian thing to opt out of seeking power but is this just the same as opting out of the difficult demands of life itself and handing over power to those who would most certainly abuse it? Might it be irresponsible not to seek the ability to shape and influence the world? Which is simply to say that it is not then just power equals bad.
But to admit that things are more complicated than might first appear is not to pretend that power does not often have the effect of going to the heads of those who have it. Power, like money, is one of the things that is rarely neutral and needs to handled with care. What is certainly true is that the gospels take  a very critical look at power and those who exercise it and, by and large, the gospels don’t like what they see. Indeed one way of reading the gospels is to see them as an argument about what it means to be a king. If Christ is a King, then is he a king like Caesar or his representative Pontius Pilate?
We certainly have images of Christ as king in the scriptures, most famously in Philippians chapter 2:


Therefore God exalted him to the highest place


and gave him the name that is above every name,

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,


in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,


to the glory of God the Father.

These images of splendour borrowed from the rituals and glories of earthly kings tell us something important about God’s power and justice. He is greater than any earthly king or ruler and every earthly monarch must one day give account of themselves to him but Jesus’ exaltation to the right hand God only comes after his humiliation because we are told he “humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross.” So who is it that is exalted to the right hand of God? Is it a military conqueror? Is it a scheming sovereign or the great ruler of a mighty empire? No, the one exalted is the one who emptied himself in his becoming human and in his giving of himself to death on the cross. It is this king, the one who bears the marks of crucifixion on his hands and in his side who God sets at his right hand. So it is not that what we call the incarnation, the becoming flesh, of Jesus nor his death on a cross is somehow of no further interest now he is exalted and at God’s right hand. What God takes to himself is the humility and wounds of Christ. Every knee shall bow, not as before some arbitrary oriental potentate or Caesar but before the one whose power is the power of his self-giving love.
So Jesus “rinses” out the word king and when it passes through his life and the cross and is taken to the heart of God it is a very different kind of word from the one usually used to describe the rulers of this world. This is made clear in our second reading: Jesus’ confrontation with Pilate in John’s gospel. In his conversation with the Roman governor, Jesus nowhere denies that he is a king but it is abundantly clear that he is not a king in the sense that Pilate or indeed any of his accusers can yet understand. This king Jesus is the one mocked, beaten, betrayed, bound, accused and handed over. The contrast between the two men, Jesus and Pilate, could not be greater. One the victim, one the victimiser. One in the nature of a servant, one committed to the cruelty of the earthly powers. And yet somehow this encounter between Jesus and Pilate does not seem an unequal meeting which is a reminder to us that power takes different forms. Pilate has the power of Caesar and his legions, Jesus has the power of love and this makes a difference to how Jesus exercises his rule:
Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another place.” 

The kings of the world defend their kingdoms and their privileges with violence and, if attacked, will retaliate. Jesus quite deliberately rejects this. His disciples, some of them at least, you will remember, were ready to take up the sword. Indeed Peter does exactly that but Jesus stops them. His rule is not to be based on retaliation and violence; that is the way of the kingdoms of this world but his kingdom “is from another place”, a place not caught up in this cycle of violence. He refuses to engage with the world of violence, power grabbing and victimisation. Which is why in Mark’s gospel when challenged by the Sanhedrin we are told Jesus “remained silent and gave no answer” and then before Pilate, “Jesus… made no reply.” Jesus will not get caught up in their game of accusation and counter accusation and he will not accept their definitions of kingship either. His kingdom is that of truth and love and they have a power of their own which needs no armies and tanks and guns.
So when we call Christ the King we need, I believe, to do so with this very much in mind. Jesus is not a military conqueror he is the Prince of peace and it is the failure to grasp this that has got the church into trouble over the centuries and has perhaps skewed our understanding of the nature of the king we serve. Because this is not just for us a matter of church history. It is about our discipleship and our life of prayer too. What kind of king do you serve? What kind of Jesus? A Jesus who is all power and dominance or the Jesus who rules only in peace and truth and love? Those who worship a god who is merely an image of the pomp and prestige of the earthly powers find themselves worshipping the devil himself. On this feast of Christ the King we come in worship and praise and adoration to the one who is indeed crowned with glory but whose head was once crowned with thorns. We worship one who demands only this of his subjects: that we love one another as he has loved us.
As we come to the end of the church’s year and begin again to tell the great story of our salvation we start to look again for the king who emptied himself and became a baby in a manger and who, by the simple fact that he was born at all, began to rock the foundations of the kingdoms of this world. To this King in a manger, on a cross, we come in worship and praise today.

