
Christ the King      26 November 2017 

I was at the cinema with a friend.  I can’t remember what the film was… I can’t be 

sure who the friend was. …The film suddenly stopped. An announcement went up 

on the screen. 

 Most people of my generation or older can remember where they were when they 

heard that John F Kennedy, the 35th president of the United States, had been 

assassinated.  It happened in Dallas, Texas, on 22 November 1963. Just over 54 

years ago. 

At the end of October, David and I were in Dallas.  We stood on the grassy knoll, 

where possibly the shots came from.  We stood on the road….carefully avoiding the 

traffic…. where two crosses mark the places where the president was hit. And we 

visited the excellent museum…. housed in what was the book depository where Lee 

Harvey Oswald worked and where, according, to other theories, the shots came 

from.  

The museum reminded us what a great orator Kennedy was.  And I came away 

thinking, what a great man he was.  His famous ‘ask not what your country can do 

for you, as what you can do for your country’ is still considered one of history’s 

greatest speeches. He set up the Peace Corps, to encourage young people to give 

time and effort for others less fortunate than themselves. He wanted the US to get on 

with the rest of the world. That was how he saw leadership….  Of course he wasn’t 

perfect and we’ll never know how his presidency would have progressed had he 

lived. But it seems to indicate a very different style of leadership from many of our 

current world leaders…not least, I have to say, in his own country, at the moment. 

 

Today we celebrate another kind of leadership. Today we celebrate the feast of 

Christ the King. Today we focus on the exalted Jesus, the king of heaven, not on an 

earthly king. But a king whose priorities and whose example is different from how 

many saw,  and indeed today, see kingship. 

  And yet the story we are given to help us to apprciate our heavenly king is pretty 

earthly. Over the last few weeks we have had a run on parables.  Stories that Jesus 

told his disciples to try and help them understand him, his mission and I guess to 

help them and therefore by default us, about how to live our lives. Stories about how 



we should travel on our Christian journey. So, recently, we have been bridesmaids.  

And recently we have been slaves. 

And today we find ourselves as sheep and goats. That might not fill you with great 

joy. With maybe a few notable exceptions, most of us don’t know a lot about sheep 

and goats. I sometimes wonder what examples Jesus would have used if he was 

talking today. However we can’t escape sheep and goats.  

We sometimes have lovely black fluffy sheep in our field. They are obviously sheep. 

But the sheep and goats in Jesus story would probably not been so easy to 

distinguish.  Skinnier sheep than in our country I presume. Apparently sheep have 

54 chromosomes and goats have 60.  Useful info for the next Brancepeth quiz. And 

if you haven’t time to count their chromosomes the easiest way to distinguish is by 

their tails.   

Thank goodness for Google but let’s stop there before it gets too complicated.  Now 

Jesus’ shepherd friends would have wanted to separate their sheep from the goats 

at night time because the goats needed to be kept warmer. 

In this very repetitive, almost poetic story that Jesus tells his disciples, he equates 

those who do good deeds as the sheep and those who don’t, as the goats. Sorry 

goats-you get the bad press.   Notice it is sins of omission, things not done rather 

than bad deeds. The disciples are left to decide which they are. Are they like the 

sheep or are they like the goats? 

The story seems to suggest judgement at the end of time. But Jesus has already 

said that his followers are those who do the will of his father ‘in heaven’ so this is a 

story about the here and now.  It is about how his followers should organise their 

lives. It is a story about what is pleasing to the king and what is not.  

And that is shown in their treatment of and their attitude to the other.  It’s about how 

they deal with the hungry, with the thirsty, with the stranger and the naked, with the 

sick and with those who are in prison. 

So, I wonder, is Jesus saying that when we deal kindly with that list of people –when 

we give our Harvest Festival collection food to DASH, or our milk and juice to the 

Foodbank; when we give toiletries to the Women’s refuge; when we send money 

from our Christingle Service to the Children’s Society; when we send our Christmas 

shoe boxes, are we being part of his kingdom?  And when we do the many other 



kindnesses that we do during the rest of the week, is he saying that we are sheep 

and therefore being part of his kingdom?  Well in a way, I think yes, he is.  And yes 

we are.   

But, I wonder if we leave it there perhaps we haven’t totally got hold of the stick.  

Lots of people and you will know many, do charitable acts, many people do good 

things. They might not, however, want to associate themselves with this king-with 

Jesus. Does that deed on its own count as a pathway to heaven or to the king’s 

blessing?  

 It gets dangerously near to what theologians call the doctrine of justification by 

works.  That is if you do enough good stuff you’ll get to heaven.  And what if you 

don’t even enjoy doing those good deed? What if you do it from a sense of ought 

instead of a sense of want.  Then it all starts to get a bit tricky. 

But Jesus says when we, as members of his family, do these things we are doing 

them to him.  We are recognising him in them.  He doesn’t say’ if you welcome a 

stranger it’s like you would be welcoming me’.  He’s saying if you welcome a 

stranger, you are actually welcoming him. Much harder stuff.  

Do we see Jesu in others?  Maybe, on a good day, we can see him in the person 

lying on a sickbed.  Maybe we can see him in the person who needs food. Or even if 

we don’t, we know we should.  

Now, more controversially, how many of us see him in the prisoner?  

Which leads me smoothly onto Paddington.  That’s the bear not the station. David 

and I consider ourselves culturally superior, so, even without a grandchild in tow as 

an excuse, we went to see Paddington 2.  This time I do remember the film and I do 

remember who I went with and there was no interruption. 

 It’s one of those films that the British do so well.  Full of famous names from the 

world of TV and cinema. How a bear can have an expressive face without moving a 

muscle is beyond me. But he has. Now… spoiler alert.  Poor Paddington ends up in 

prison. Poor innocent Paddington ends up in prison. And he is sent to work in the 

laundry. He puts a red sock in the washing machine, by mistake of course……and 

so all the prisoners end up wearing pink uniforms.  But Paddington has been taught 

by his Aunty Lucy that you have to have good manners; that you should tell the truth 

and you have to see the good in everyone. In spite of many troubles, he sticks to 



Aunt Lucy’s principles and reforms the lives and futures of some very large and very 

scary prisoners. 

Of course I would like that story wouldn’t I.  But I didn’t spend 16 years in prisons 

(that’s working in them!) not to know God is there too and not just in (or even in) the 

Chaplaincy team. It’s strange but I have heard people in church talking about this 

parable or praying from the parable of the sheep and goats and missing out the bit 

about prisoners. Perhaps this sometimes a step too far? 

So many questions and perhaps not enough answers.  But as we struggle to make 

sense of it all we should raise our eyes to the King of Heaven.  He wants us to grow 

to be more like him. So, from presidents to toy bears-where do we see God?   

As we celebrate the feast of king of heaven and try to be part of his kingdom..…as 

we try to follow his example…maybe we’ll look out for him.  He may be much closer 

than we think.d 

Amen 


