
November 24, 2019 “What child is this?” 

I want to remind you of the story I touched on during the children’s time, the 

story by Oscar Wilde called “The Young King”. One of the main themes in The 

Young King is self-transformation. The story "The Young King" is about a prince 

who is about to be crowned King. Yet, he never lived the life of a prince before. 

This prince is an unclaimed son of the now dead King and, as a rule, he is the heir 

to the throne. Once he is brought to court, he is given all the rich luxuries of a 

future king.   

Yet, the night before his crowning, the boy has nightmares. In these dreams 

the young future King is clearly told that a lot of less fortunate people had to work 

hard at creating his jewels, and many sacrifice their lives so that the king could 

have all the things he needed on time for his coronation. Hence, the day of his 

coronation the boy wore the robes of a peasant, a stick instead of a sceptre, and a 

crown made of twigs. People around him felt ashamed of him and treated him 

disrespectfully, saying that he is embarrassing the upper classes. Yet, by this 

sacrifice something seemed to take place: The sun rose, and the boy's meagre 

clothing seemed to shine with the colors of the church glass.  

The King seems to be rewarded for his rejection of the social stratification of 

his day as well as for his general rebellion against conventional notions of 

kingship.  He also echoes Christ, who rejected the separation of his physical and 



divine bodies before his crucifixion, when he refuses to separate his personal and 

political bodies.   

Lots of kings have come from humble origins. David, the shepherd 

turned warrior, came to the throne from the field of battle. Napoleon vaulted from 

outcast immigrant to Emperor of France. Mythical Arthur pulled a sword from a 

stone and was transformed from bumpkin to monarch. In his wake came a score of 

Henry’s, George’s, Edward’s and William’s. Their ascent to the throne has been 

marked with solemnity, heralded by choirs, wildly cheered by euphoric throngs. 

That’s what the world expects of a king. 

For a church that embraces inclusive language, words like “king” and 

“kingdom,” “ruling” and “triumphing” are metaphors that need special care. The 

church calendar and resources for worship leaders offers “Reign of Christ” as a 

name for the Sunday that originally was (and often still is) known as Christ the 

King. It is probably true that for many the words king and kingdom suggest a 

system of royalty to which they cannot relate, while, for others, they speak of a 

world of patriarchy and class oppression. Kings and kingdoms may seem as remote 

as fairy tales, as long ago as the day of church and state being one rather than 

separate, as long ago as the days when secular rulers dictated the religious beliefs 

and practices of their “subjects,” and Christendom imposed its religion on the 

world it attempted to conquer.  



So what kind of king did we get…  nailed naked to a cross, with a crown of 

thorns, a pitiful laughing stock, beaten and broken, hanging beneath a sign 

that mocked him as: Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews. What a sick joke. 

What a tragic disappointment to those who put their faith in him. And so it 

would be, if the story had ended there. But Calvary was a beginning not an 

ending. From the cross, Christ the King opened the floodgates of grace that 

have ennobled generations of Christians ever since. 

Up ‘til then his circumstances were humble: an itinerant preacher, born 

in a stable, a friend to sinners, spurned by the in-crowd. Yet his origins are 

exalted beyond all imagination. In the beginning was the Word… and the 

Word was God… all things were made through him. Jesus was not just a 

divine after-thought, sent to help us get our act together. Jesus was God before 

all Creation… one with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Scripture reveals, and 

theology confirms, that Jesus is the “Second Person” of the Trinity… a concept 

that defines our Christian faith, yet strains our human intellect.  

I find the mystery of Jesus more approachable to see him as God’s love 

made flesh to redeem us, to inspire us, to lead us home to eternal life. The 

imagery of kingship is useful to illustrate our relationship with Jesus. He said: 

My kingdom is not of this world. But as earthly creatures our understanding 

of his kingship is limited. The imagery of kings and kingdoms are part of our 



intellectual vocabulary. Jesus uses them to help us get a frail handle on the 

infinite greatness of God and our relationship with God. 

In the coming weeks, we may hear on the radio or sign William Chatteron 

Dix’s “What Child is This?” with jubilation and verve. Three times we will 

proclaim through the refrain, “This, this is Christ the King, whom shepherds guard 

and angels sing; haste, haste, to bring him laud, the babe, the son of Mary!” The 

time has not quite arrived, however, for us to sing about the babe in the manger, as 

the Musak in public places and Christmas sales in every shop lure us to believe. 

We are just coming to the end of the Christian year.  

 A modern day rendering of the story of Christ the King, or Reign of Christ, 

can be found in “Christmas Song”, by the Dave Matthews Band. I encourage you 

to search it out. This song points to the radical nature of a king who hung out with 

the poor and marginalized and then hung on a cross for the sake of God’s love for 

the world. Whether the narrative of his life comes from one of the gospels or from 

a contemporary songwriter, Jesus is not the kind of king most people expect. He is 

not a military ruler. 

 During the time today’s text from Jeremiah was being written, the 

“shepherd” connoted “king”. In the chapters preceding today’s passage, one can 

see that Jeremiah’s use of the term “shepherd” is directed specifically to the kings 

living during his lifetime. Jeremiah makes clear that the demise of Israel is directly 



connected to the poor leadership of the kings, including evasion of their duties to 

uphold justice for the poor, widowed, and oppressed. Context is everything.  

 Looking back through Jeremiah, we are able to see his expectations for a 

righteous king, a king Christians find fully realized in Christ Jesus. This king does 

not exhibit the behaviours of a grand military ruler, but models ultimate leadership 

by being present with the people, all the people. This king reached out beyond the 

margin with a model of radical inclusivity. This king’s ethic modeled what 

Micah’s call to the people was all about: “to do justice, and to love kindness, and 

to walk humbly with your God.” This is the model we are called to emulate. 

 As we look to Christ as the model shepherd or king, what can we learn for 

living and engaging the world? As our world struggles with war, famine, and 

oppression, how do we consider our call to live as God’s people? Are there really 

shortages, or is God’s abundance simply unevenly distributed? What are useful 

responses to the underlying issues of poverty, health care, hunger, clean water, 

violence and power? How do we get in on God’s restorative justice? 

 The reign of Christ is the reign of peace. The perennial question for the 

church is, how do we live faithfully under this reign? As Christians, do we stand by 

and let global national leaders and multinational corporations direct the world 

toward conflict, or do we stand up, moving the prism around until we discover a 

just and equitable approach to handling the impasse at hand? Whether the crisis is 



in our region, nation, or world is war, natural disaster, young people dying 

violently, missing and murdered aboriginal women, lack of work, racism, sexism, 

trade policies, or migration, we are called to look at the underlying issues that play 

into the brokenness. At times, we are even called to upset the applecart in order to 

empower all people as children of God. 

 Living under Christ’s reign means we are called to stand behind those who 

model Christ’s example to love God and neighbour. We are called to see the value 

God has bestowed on every human being and thereby work toward justice and 

God’s restoration for all people. 

 As God continually calls us back into relationship, how is it that we claim 

God as ruler of our lives? We are called to look to the righteous branch of David, 

manifest in the life, death and resurrection of Christ, and we are constantly 

challenged to reorient our lives, proclaiming to all whom we encounter the justice 

and love of the triune God. 

And so I respond – and hopefully you as well –  today and always, when 

asked “What child is this?”, proclaiming with great adoration, motivation, 

inspiration, passion, sincerity and conviction that, “This, this is Christ the King, 

whom shepherds guard and angels sing; haste, haste, to bring him laud, the babe, 

the son of Mary!” Amen. 


