Homily for Christ the King 2023
Andrea M. Johnson

Ezekiel 34 11-12
Ps. 23

I Cor.15: 20-26, 28

Mt. 25: 31-46


Today is the Feast of Christ, the King of the Universe. Now those of us who have grown up in the American ethos I suspect have always had a hard time relating to Jesus as a king, as someone who wields political power and 

 acts in judgment, separating rather than unifying people. Where did this feast come from, and what are we to make of it?
Actually, it was Pope Pius XI who instituted the Feast of Christ the King as an antidote to the chaos that was consuming the world  at that time between the two World Wars. As political systems were breaking up, the world order was being threatened. Pius proclaimed the feast we celebrate today  as a statement from the church that no matter what happened in the world, Christ would always be with us to keep us safe  as he offered liberty, harmony, order and peace to the world. So, actually, Pius saw the kingship of Christ as more about loving care and protection than about power over people and domination. 
Today, as then in the 1930’s, our dilemma continues to be dealing with difference. We have plenty of leaders around the world – even here in our own country – pulling us apart, setting us against one another, proclaiming the authority to separate the sheep from the goats, the good from the bad, us from them. By the way, when it comes to sheep and goats, we are not talking about good and bad; we are just talking about different! Sheep are characteristically animals who tend to stay together in a group where they feel secure. They follow their leader. Goats, on the other hand, tend to be more independent-minded. They are strong and adventurous, and not always easily led. The truth is that both sheep and goats are considered to be equally valuable in the economy. Each species has something to offer the larger community. It is not a question of one being good and the other bad. They are different! I would suggest that Jesus was very good at dealing with difference. He repeatedly lifted up those who were typically not seen or heard. He gathered, and did not separate and divide. So, maybe he was more of a shepherd than a ruler? Demonstrably, he led by example and not by the power of force.
Perhaps Jesus was teaching us that the building of the kindom of God is essentially a deliberative and collaborative and inclusionary enterprise? I would suggest that the story Matthew tells of the Last Judgment can be understood as more of an invitation to come together rather than a final division; a gathering  in order to discern together and to re-set a world that has become fragmented and polarized. Perhaps the Judgment is an opportunity to become participants in the quest for restoration and not retribution. Perhaps the story of the judgment calls us to find the cracks  and the openings in our daily lives; to build bridges and to make connections; to open doors that  celebrate the diversity of gifts that together co-create the reign of God.  I invite us to look upon the judgment scene as an assembly of the nations engaging in course correction – an opportunity for us all to see ourselves as others see us; to pay attention to the most vulnerable as Jesus did.  We need to realize that what we do each and every day really matters, and that course correction is about open and compassionate listening ,and casting out fear (which paralyzes) in favor of following our Shepherd-King (who is always about movement -  the movement of Spirit)!
Amen.

