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We Americans are not very “king-y” people; so this solemnity of Christ the King is a challenge to preach every year.  In my search for an angle on this difficult topic, I actually re-read Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper this past week.  It is, after all, the story of a boy prince who exchanges clothing with a peasant lad who looks a lot like him, and as a result, has an experience of walking and identifying with his ordinary subjects in a whole new way.  By spending a few weeks experiencing the daily struggles of the poor and powerless in his kingdom, the prince learns things that the study of books in the palace could never teach him.  As a result of tasting his people’s challenges and hardships at first hand, Twain’s young prince resolves that when he becomes king, he will temper power and justice with mercy and compassion.  

Is the prince’s adventure not, perhaps, a bit like Jesus’ experience of taking human flesh for 33 years?  Somewhat, I suppose; and yet the analogy limps.  Jesus already knew before his incarnation about ruling with compassion and mercy.  He also knew, unlike Twain’s young prince, of the suffering and danger that awaited him if he chose to enter into the sinful human condition.  There is, however, one striking similarity between the fictional prince and the Carpenter King – the fact that despite outward appearances, people respond to the royalty in both of them.  So regal is the young prince’s bearing – so refined is his speech, and so sophisticated is his ability with a sword – that some people in Twain’s story begin to wonder whether he might actually be telling the truth.  Despite his scruffy appearance and penniless condition, this young man acts like a monarch “to the manner born.”  Might he actually be the legitimate heir to the throne of England? 

Something very similar, it seems to me, happens when Pilate encounter Jesus in the Gospel passage that we heard this morning from John.  Jesus, a carpenter and a self-taught rabbi, is in a bad way when he appears before the powerful Roman procurator.  Bound, escorted by an armed guard, he has already been smacked around by the high priest’s attendants.  Jesus has been kept up all night, and has experienced betrayal and abandonment by his trusted friends.  His own Jewish people are calling for his execution.  He is surely not looking very kingly.  In fact, Pilate, the cynical politician, looks at this unimpressive specimen of manhood and asks with a sneer: “Are you the King of the Jews?”

Now Pilate would seem to hold all the cards in this encounter – right?  So why is he thrown off balance when Jesus, with deep composure and self-assurance, boldly speaks the truth: “My kingdom does not belong to this world”?  And Jesus then puts Pilate on the defensive, by asking: "Do you say this on your own or have others told you about me?"  Pilate, scrambling to take back control of the situation, tries to dodge Jesus’ question with sarcasm:  “Do I look like a Jew to you?!  Your own people handed you over to me with a request that I destroy you!  What is your real story?!”  But Jesus calmly proceeds to specify his own unique kingship: "My kingdom does not belong to this world.  I am the king of truth.”  

In the next verse, just beyond the end of the Gospel passage we heard, Pilate tries again to laugh the whole thing off.  “Ha!  Truth!  Who knows what that is?!”  But you get the sense that by this point, Pilate is perspiring heavily.  After all, he has heard the rumors about Jesus being the son of a god, like the Emperor.  Better not to take chances.  And so, Pilate tries to free Jesus by telling the crowd: “I find no guilt in him.”  He offers the release of a terrorist thug, Barabbas, hoping against hope that the crowd will prefer instead to liberate their deluded would-be Messiah, who at least is gentle and harmless.   But to Pilate’s distress, they shout: “Give us the terrorist!”


Maybe a little blood will mollify them, thinks Pilate.  So he turns Jesus over to his  Roman soldiers to let them play for a while.  They soften Jesus up with a gentle Roman scourging – 39 bloody lashes from neck to knees.  Then, in their own cruel attempt at humor, they mock the self-proclaimed king by throwing a coarse soldier’s cloak over him and pounding a thorny crown into his scalp.  But as they pay their mock homage, Jesus remains curiously serene, very much in control.  

When Pilate takes Jesus before the crowd again, the prisoner must be pretty messed up, as Pilate feels the need to identify him: “Behold the man.”  The procurator seems to be saying: “See?  I’ve had him roughed up a bit for you.  Now there’s no need to kill the poor madman, is there?”  But the crowd is not to be appeased; and they shout for the most shameful and brutal execution available – crucifixion.  When the high priests spell out Jesus’ alleged blasphemy – “He claimed to be the Son of God” – John tells us that Pilate “became even more afraid.”  Quaking in his boots, this powerful Roman official makes a couple more desperate attempts either to get Jesus to recant his claims or to persuade the crowd of the prisoner’s innocence.  And failing at last, Pilate literally washes his hands of the whole affair.  Yet he still writes above Jesus’ head on the cross, “The King of the Jews” rather than “This man claimed to be King of the Jews.”  

What is going on here?  Obviously, there is something about Jesus – even when he is bound, beaten and bloodied – that holds an uncomfortable fascination for Pilate.  Something in  Jesus’ bearing and demeanor both compels and terrifies the Roman procurator.  Jesus has personal authority.  He has dignity and self-possession.  There is a curious and palpable power about his person, even when he is apparently at his most powerless.


What Pilate is sensing in Jesus’ is what Carl Jung’s depth psychology would call the archetype of the King.  Let’s say the Sovereign to make it gender-inclusive, since women embody this archetype as well.  In Jung’s theory, archetypes are primordial images which are deeply rooted in our shared humanity.  They are timeless and universal; they transcend local culture and tradition.  The Sovereign archetype manifests itself in a man or woman as centeredness and security.  It is the part of the human spirit that overcomes disorder and chaos and projects, instead, stability and calm.  It embodies creativity and fecundity, integration and integrity; it mediates vitality, life, healing and joy.  A true Sovereign blesses others by his or her presence – the Sovereign fosters growth, self-esteem, and leadership in others.  

Now when the Sovereign archetype is strong and well integrated, people irresistibly respond to it – regardless of the bearer’s appearance or the external power dynamics of the situation.  So it is the Sovereign energy that people sense and respond to Twain’s prince disguised as a pauper.  It is Sovereign energy that leads Darth Vader to say of Luke Skywalker: “The Force is strong in this one.”  It was strong Sovereign energy that made Mother Teresa so universally compelling despite her voluntary poverty and simplicity.  And it was Sovereign energy which caused Pilate both to fear and respect his prisoner, Jesus.

Sisters and brothers, the healthy, we-integrated Sovereign energy is rare in our own day and time; and we are, I fear, the poorer for that.  We do hunger for it, and we find it wherever we can.  In fact, I found a curious example in today’s New York Times, in an article from the “Sunday Styles” section called “Becoming the Alpha Dog In Your Own Home.”  The article notes that some modern parents are “taking mental notes from a television personality known for inspiring discipline, order and devotion: Cesar Millan, otherwise known as the Dog Whisperer.”  
One struggling mom, striving with her husband to raise three kids under age 10, confesses: “When we started watching his shows, we had intended to apply his advice toward our dogs; but we realized a lot of ideas can be used on our kids.”  Now before you conjure up nightmare visions of kids on leashes being trained to heel, let me clarify that parents – “weary of never-say-no techniques and child-rearing books suggesting that children should call all the shots” – are finding inspiration and practical wisdom in Mr. Millan’s trademark “calm-assertive energy.”  Another mom blogs what she has learned: “When we present nervous, angry or scared energy in front of our kids, they pick up on those emotions” – and not in a good way.  A third mom recalls “the need to take a deep breath, to be calm and assertive when dealing with a frustrating situation…  I saw a difference right away.  Our son was calmer and more responsive.”  Mr. Millan’s holy trinity – exercise, discipline and affection equate to happiness – sounds like Sovereign energy to me.  And we all need and crave its reassurance and order – especially kids.

On this feast day, brothers and sisters, the King energy of the risen Jesus blesses and calls out to the King or Queen, the Sovereign, in each one of us.  Like Tom Canty, the pauper in Twain’s novel, we are called, as the true prince says, to govern “with right royal gentleness and mercy.”  For his faithful service during the time he holds the throne, Tom is given his own distinctive regal dress to wear for life, along with “the honorable title of the King’s Ward.”  


In our own lives, at our baptism, we have been given the regal white garment which marks us as sharing in Jesus’ identity as prophet, priest, and sovereign.  And later, as today’s closing prayer reminds us, we have received “the King of all creation as food for everlasting life.”  The Kingship of Christ, then, calls us forth from fear and confusion into peace and confidence.  It calls us to centeredness and purpose.  We are to strive for fullness of life, and like our Creator God, we are to foster harmony, vitality and joy in all whose lives we touch.  After all, as we heard in the reading from Revelation: Jesus was merely the firstborn ruler of the kings and queens of earth; by his blood, he has freed us from our sins and made us into “a kingdom, priests for his God and Father.”  In other words, He names us as his royal Wards – to build the Reign of God with him, so that we may one day share in the fullness of his royal dignity, “world without end.”  Amen.
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