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October 30
th

, 1938 – of which we just celebrated the 75
th
 anniversary about 

three weeks ago – marked a milestone in broadcasting history.  For that was the 

day when, if you were listening to the Mercury Theatre on the Air on your radio 

that evening, the world as you knew it came to an end.  A young and little-known 

actor named Orson Welles directed and narrated a radio version of a book which 

had been published 40 years earlier by another man named Wells… the novelist 

H.G. Wells (the two men were not related).  For an hour on that Sunday evening, 

Orson Wells held his listening audience spellbound as The War of the Worlds 

described an alien invasion of creatures from Mars which devastated first the small 

fictional town of West Windsor Township, New Jersey, and then worked their way 

across the Hudson River and destroyed New York City.  It didn’t matter that 

several times during the broadcast, it was announced that the show was a piece of 

fiction.  The hysteria it engendered in some communities across the country was 

real… so real, in fact, that within a month, over 12,000 newspaper articles were 

written about the broadcast and its aftermath, even receiving front page coverage 

on the New York Times.  Because of that radio broadcast, the world as people 

knew it really did change forever.  The radio suddenly became the medium of 

choice for countless households (furthering the decline of the local newspaper), as 

people clamored for the instant access to news around the world via that wireless 

device which sat in the family parlor. 

 

Often, however, truth is more powerful than fiction.  There was another 

anniversary this week as well, which many of you probably noted.  For anyone 

over the age of about 55 (and I am 56), the question, “Where were you when you 
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received the news that President Kennedy had been assassinated?” brings back a 

flood of memories.  I was six years old, and in the first grade, on that fateful day in 

November 1963, and I can tell you even to this day where my desk was where I 

was seated in that classroom when the principal came in to inform us of the news.  

The town I grew up in was populated primarily by staunch Irish Catholics, devoted 

to the point where many households had three pictures hanging prominently in 

their homes.  The first was a picture of Jesus, the second was of Pope John XXIII 

(who had just died a few months earlier), and the third picture was of John F. 

Kennedy.  And in the blink of an eye, because of an isolated incident which 

happened along a street in Dallas TX, life as we knew it changed, and the world 

was altered forever.   

 

This was not the first time – nor would it be the last – when our corporate 

identity as a nation was shaken to the core.  For my mother, that reality had 

happened 22 years earlier, on December 7, 1941, a day, in the words of President 

Franklin Roosevelt, which would “live in infamy,” as the Japanese air force 

attacked Pearl Harbor.  For my daughter, that reality would happen 38 years after 

the assassination of President Kennedy, when, on a crystal clear September 

morning, two planes flew into the towers of the World Trade Center in New York 

City, and one into the Pentagon, and a fourth crashed into a field in Pennsylvania, 

and the date “9/11” was burned into our consciousness. 

 

Faith communities experience that same kind of phenomenon… a watershed 

moment in the life of a congregation, when the world suddenly changes forever.  

Sometimes it happens with the departure of a beloved pastor.  Other times it may 

be a catastrophe like a fire or flood.  Still others may be marked by the date of the 

arrival of a new organ, or stained glass window, or the building of a new sanctuary.  
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Certainly this congregation has had its moments in the past few years when a 

single event marked a turning point in the life of this community. 

 

It happens on a personal level as well, as certain events mark time – and 

from that moment on, everything is divided into “before” and “after”… the birth of 

a child, the death of a parent, the start of a new job, the end of a relationship.  We 

all have those moments in our lives when we can attest that, from that moment 

(whatever that moment might have been), one world came to an end and a new 

world began. 

 

In our liturgical life, in that rhythmic pattern of the church year which we, as 

Episcopalians, follow like clockwork, we find ourselves at another one of those 

critical moments of our common life, as we mark the end of an era… the 

completion of a cycle.  Today is the last Sunday of Pentecost, the final Sunday of 

our church year, sometimes referred to as the Feast Day of Christ the King.  The 

particular title “The Feast of Christ the King” is a fairly new addition to the church 

calendar, having been instituted by Pope Pius XI in 1925, a day (as we heard in our 

opening collect) when we pray that God might “restore all things in your well-

beloved Son, the King of kings and Lord of lords.”  It’s the day we look forward 

to, at the end of the ages, when God’s will might finally be done, as we pray, “on 

earth as it is in heaven.”  And so, the prophet Jeremiah could proclaim, as we heard 

in our first reading, that “the days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I shall 

raise up… a king… (who) shall execute justice and righteousness in the land.”   

 

Though the feast day is fairly new, the image of Christ returning at the end 

of the ages as the king of all creation has been a part of the Church’s tradition for 

centuries.  It is a powerful image, a forceful one – filled with all the pomp and 
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glory and majesty our imaginations can generate.  Probably the most vivid image 

of Christ the King comes to us from the 13
th

 chapter of Mark’s gospel where we 

read, “But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the 

moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the 

powers in the heavens will be shaken. Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming 

in clouds’ with great power and glory. Then he will send out the angels, and gather 

his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.”   

 

You know, we have our own image of Christ the King right here in All 

Saints.  It is that central image back there on our reredos, where a particularly fair-

skinned Jesus with flowing blonde hair is bathed in glorious light and descending 

on the clouds, with his cavalcade of angels surrounding him, and holding the orb of 

the world in his hand. 

 

But today, on this day when we are supposed to celebrate Christ’s 

triumphant and majestic nature, we are given a very different kind of image to 

ponder.  In this morning’s gospel lesson, we receive a picture of a frail and broken 

man, stripped and beaten, nailed to a cross, mocked by those around him… a man 

who symbolizes utter humiliation and weakness and powerlessness.  And over his 

head is tacked a crudely lettered sign:  “The King of the Jews.”  This is our king 

for today.  This is Christ… the king. 

 

When I was a priest many years ago, I had a parishioner named Isabelle – 

but everybody just called her Izzy.  Izzy was in her early 80’s, and she lived alone 

in a tiny 3-room house down by the railroad tracks – a house that couldn’t have 

been any bigger than about 400 square feet, with an oil stove in one corner and 

only single-pane windows to keep out the Montana winters.  She must have 
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weighed about 90 pounds soaking wet.  She had arthritis, and shingles, and 

rheumatism, and a host of other illnesses which pulled her down emotionally as 

well as physically. 

 

It must have been about this time of year that I was down at Izzy’s house – 

on a day when her age, and her health, and the weather were all working against 

her at the same time.  She sat on her tattered couch, and told me dejectedly, 

“Sometimes I just wish Jesus would come back and make everything better once 

and for all.”  She was looking for Christ the King – the kind of king most of us 

envision – one who would come and overcome our weakness with his strength; one 

who would banish the powers of evil by his goodness; one who would obliterate 

the darkness with his blinding light.  But both of us knew that that kind of a king 

was nowhere to be found. 

 

The Christian story is a tale of contradictions.  The lion and the lamb shall 

lie down together.  A child shall lead them.  Blessed are the poor.  The lamb shall 

be their shepherd.  The meek shall inherit the earth.  Is it any wonder, then, that our 

expectations of Christ the king should be anything other than the opposite of what 

God actually presents to us?  We want a royal figure, dressed in purple, wearing a 

jeweled crown, and seated on a gilded throne.   Instead, we receive a man naked 

and broken, with a twist of thorns upon his head, nailed to a tree. 

 

But I think I’ll take what we’ve got.  The kings of fairy tales are just that – 

they’re fairy tales.  But if Christ is truly to be the king of my life, then he must be 

the king of all my life, and that means that – first and foremost – he has to start at 

the hardest place, and must be the king of my pain and suffering.  And to do that, I 
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have to believe that he not only knows, but feels, for me and with me in my 

helplessness, and my loneliness, and my times of despair. 

 

This morning our church year comes to an end… and with it we are 

reminded that, as with all of life, one chapter draws to a close and life as we know 

it is changed forever.  And I am reminded of one of my favorite prayers from the 

New Zealand Prayer Book, which includes the line:  “What has been done has been 

done.  What has not been done has not been done.  Let it be.”  As we celebrate this 

Feast Day of Christ the King, I am also reminded that “what has been done has 

been done,” and that the contradictory image of a crucified king is not really all 

that bad.  Look for Christ the king, not in some list of regal monarchs, but in those 

moments of your life where the darkness has crept in, and the challenges of life 

seek to overwhelm you.  Look for him in the faces of those who have little for 

which to give thanks this Thanksgiving.  Look for him in those moments and 

places where you would least expect to find him.  “Lord Jesus Christ, you stretched 

out your arms of love on the hard wood of the cross, that everyone might come 

within the reach of your saving embrace.”  There, the God of paradox awaits.  

There is Christ… the King. 

 

Amen. 


