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Festival of Christ, the King 

St. James Episcopal Church, Clinton NY 

The Rev. Gary Cyr, Rector 

We must now see one another in light of Christ…  
Walk in love as Christ … and be bearers of Christ’s love in the world 

Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24 
Psalm 100 
Ephesians 1:15-23 
Matthew 25:31-46 

 
This month’s reflections in the Forward Day by Day pamphlet, are written by Jacob Owensby, 

Bishop of Western Louisiana. On Tuesday, November 21, he wrote the following: “The stunning message of 

the Incarnation and the Second Coming is that in Jesus, God is straining to reach us where we are. Jesus 

didn’t come to take us back up to heaven. He came to transform earth by planting heaven at its very core.” 

Owensby’s words provided me with an entry point into today’s gospel, since, after reading the biblical 

passage, I was left feeling deeply unhappy. 

Whatever my feelings about today’s gospel, I do have to at least acknowledge that today marks the 

end of the Church year. Next weekend, which is the First Sunday of Advent, marks the beginning of a new 

year in our walk of faith with Christ. Obviously, the Church calendar and our secular one are not in sync. 

Today, the final Sunday of the Church year, is majestically labeled Christ the King Sunday, where with 

humble solemnity, we celebrate Jesus’s triumphant return as sovereign over all creation, thus ushering in 

God’s heavenly rule.  And this is where matters started getting really murky for me. 

I am not a monarchist. Even after four years of living in Canada, where everything the British Royal 

family does is celebrated and feted, and at every Church service we prayed for the queen and on special 

occasions even sing a royal anthem (I must confess when I heard that familiar tune, my mind always went to 

“let freedom ring”). I will say that I am a tad fascinated with royalty, but I don’t subscribe to its importance. I 

also understand Jesus as prophet, priest, and king as being a biblically sound and theologically grounded 

principle, but the whole concept of monarchy still baffles me. 

Then there’s the separating of sheep and goats that further alienates me from this text. Sheep on the 

right, goats on the left, and I am stuck in the middle, not wanting to be labeled at all. Though I wear a label 

— several matter-of-fact — and I have to use them when necessary, I very much dislike labels of any kind. 

Why do we have to separate ourselves into this or that? And in this particular reading someone else is 

doing to for us, adding a level of judgment to what should be good news. Thematically, I can get my head 

around it; personally, I dislike it.  Then, there are Owensby’s words, which offer me an opportunity to 

reframe the whole narrative.     
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 Over the course of several weeks, we have heard of Jesus’s forthcoming return, referred to in 

Church parlance as the eschaton, or the apocalypse to our more evangelical brothers and sisters. Parable 

after parable has each focused on being ready for when Christ returns.  Whether it’s bridesmaids and their 

oil lamps, slaves responsible for talents, or tenders of the vineyard, the message has been the same: be 

prepared. And each of these parables also contains judgment and being found either worthy or unworthy of 

entering God’s realm. There are, in other words, consequences for our actions or inactions as is made 

evident in today’s gospel when we hear: “Truly I tell you, just as you did it [or didn’t do it] to one of the 

least of these…you did it to me.” Accordingly, we are judged by our actions towards one another. You may 

be asking yourself, What’s my problem with this message?  Isn’t it clear enough for me? Yes, it is, and that’s 

the problem: it’s too simple. 

 We’re human; we like to judge each other. I know, I’ve worked over twenty-five years in a 

barbershop and I heard it all the time.  We enjoy separating ourselves into groups and make great sport of 

ridiculing those who are in different groups.  If you doubt me, just look around you.  How many gated 

communities now exist in this county? How many private and exclusive schools are there for the chosen 

few? How many politically drawn districts exist today that favor one group over another? Red, blue, purple, 

we are dividing ourselves in many ways. We encapsulate ourselves in our like-mindedness, associating 

with others who share our opinions, and then proceed to ridicule those who are not a member of our 

enclave. One could argue that this is simply being binary — that we like this/that, either/or dichotomies. 

But, we are Christian too, and, as such, recognize God changed all that. 

 In the Incarnation, God enters the human situation and forever changes the narrative. That is what 

differentiates us from other religious traditions. Our God is humble enough to enter humanity’s story and 

become one with us. In doing so, God upturned everything that had been taught and written about God. 

With Christ’s impending return matters are further turned upside down. This indwelling of the Sacred 

means the last shall be first, the lowly shall be exalted, the barriers that divide us shall come crumbling 

down.  In this scenario, sheep and goats will mingle together in the kin-dom of heaven. There are no 

divisions anymore, no separation. By God’s reaching out in this way, the earth is transformed by the 

planting heaven at its very core.  And that core lies within you and me. 

The Incarnation and the Second Coming are embodied within each of us. We are the Body of Christ 

made manifest in the world by this Eucharistic celebration. And that, indeed, is a stunning message. 

However, it is also a difficult one. Difficult because we can no longer simply see each other as either sheep 

or goats; we must now see one another in light of Christ. This light transcends and transforms our divisions 

and judgments, our desire to separate from those we disagree with or dislike.  
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When I look at today’s gospel reading through this lens of understanding, I no longer hear judgment 

by royal decree. I no longer hear of those who are chosen and those who are condemned.  I hear of those 

who are ready and not yet ready to enter into relationship with God. It is no longer about a transaction with 

those who are the least among us as it is about building a relationship with those I deem unworthy. The 

love of God is such that no one is unworthy of compassion and forgiveness. In spite of our human nature to 

divide ourselves into various groups, to judge one another according to our biases and prejudices, God’s 

love, which lies at the heart of our embodied faith, transcends all divisions. Punishment is not seen as 

eternal damnation, but as a means to nurture faithfulness.  It is all too human to focus solely on retributive 

justice rather than God’s restorative justice of love. In Christ, all things are made new.  Whether the 

Incarnation or the Second Coming, Christ dwells with us, sanctifying all life and reconciling all creation to 

God through love. Not a petty sentimental love, but the love of a parent seeking for the wellness of a child.  

This Sunday is so much more about this benevolent love than enthronement, judgment, and condemnation. 

Though Owensby gave me the entry point for reading today’s gospel, it is Madeleine L’Engle, the author of 

the children’s novel A Wrinkle in Time, that I find the summary for this scripture passage.  L’Engle – 

considered by many in our tradition to be a prophetic voice – was an Episcopal layperson who wrote 

prolifically about her faith, her spiritual life’s journey, and shared her theological understanding freely in 

numerous books. Her writings and that of John Shelby Spong, were instrumental in shaping me during my 

early years in the Episcopal Church.  Taken from her book The Irrational Season, the following excerpt was 

the first thought I had after reading today’s lessons.   

 “I know a number of highly sensitive and intelligent people in my own communion who consider as 

a heresy my faith that God’s loving concern for his creation will outlast all our willfulness and pride. No 

matter how many eons it takes, he will not rest until all creation, including Satan, is reconciled to him; until 

there is no creature who cannot return his love with a joyful response of love. I cannot believe that God 

wants punishment to go on interminably any more than does a loving parent. The entire purpose of loving 

punishment is to teach, and it lasts only as long as is needed for the lesson. And the lesson is always love.” 

 Walk in love as Christ loves you and be bearers of Christ’s love in the world. 
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