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• This month marks the 100th anniversary of World War I’s end. As horrible as 
the second World War was, the unprecedented trauma upon western 
society caused by the first one was even worse. The invention of hugely 
destructive weapons caused over 20 million people to die. The writer, 
Joseph Loconte, published an essay this week focussing on C.S. Lewis and 
J.R.R. Tolkien, who both served in what was once called the Great War. 
Reflecting on their experience of the horror of the trenches and the deadly 
battle lines, Loconte points to 

what the soldiers at the Western Front were made to endure. The 
mortars, machine guns, tanks, poison gas, flamethrowers, barbed wire…: 
never before had technology and science so catastrophically conspired 
to obliterate man and nature. On average, more than 6,000 men were 
killed every day of the war.  1

• The psychic effect of the first Great War upon the societies of western 
Europe and North American was profound. Reacting to its horror, people 
sought a new way forward. Some pursued scientific materialism, and others, 
eugenics. Many mistakenly believed that totalitarian regimes could improve 
nations and the meaning of human life. Lewis and Tolkien rejected these 
false and dangerous alternatives and, instead, turned loose their religious 
imaginations. Through literature and allegory, Loconte says these two 
writers “used the language of myth to restore the concept of the epic hero, 
who battles against the forces of darkness and the will to power.” For Tolkien 
and Lewis, the virtuous acts of ordinary people could make a real difference. 
At the heart of their shared vision was a Christian understanding of what it 
means to be human, and of God’s ongoing redemptive work in the world. 

• Among the resources “that helped Lewis and Tolkein overcome the cynicism 
of their age,” the author identifies their belief that lives are “transformed by 
grace. For divine love can reverse human catastrophe. In the works of both 
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authors we find the deepest source of hope for the human story: the return 
of the king.”  In Lewis’s Narnia Chronicles, the king was “Aslan the Great 2

Lion, who sacrifices his own life to restore “the long-lost days of freedom.” 
Aslan, of course, is a ‘Christ figure.’ 

• Today, and next Sunday, we join Lewis and Tolkien as we center our 
religious imagination on the return of a king. We know him as Christ the 
King, who inspired Tolkien’s Aragorn, and Lewis’ Aslan. For Christ’s return 
will bring to visible fulfillment God’s providential saving work in Creation. 
Our reading from Revelation, and Charles Wesley’s paraphrase of it, tell us 
that  “He is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him.”  Our wish 3

for his return helps us recognize why we are drawn to Aragorn and Aslan ~ 
because, “in both we encounter the promise of a rescuer who will make 
everything sad come untrue.” This is why we turn to Scripture in the first 
place, and why we celebrate Christ the King. For he undoes everything that 
makes us fear or grieve. 

• Our problem is that we have let the sad state of the present world seduce us  
~ into deserting our confidence in human virtue. We then set aside our hope 
for the transformation of ourselves and our society. Our cynical world 
cautions us against believing in real heroes, and leaders who selflessly 
pursue the common good. As a result, our concept of what it means to be 
human dissolves. We forget that we are made in God’s image and likeness. 
And we overlook our intrinsic dignity and value in the divine presence. 

• So, the world we engage everyday makes it difficult for us to hear and 
accept our Gospel words this morning. It presents a decisive moment of 
confrontation. Pilate represents the power of earthly might as he confronts 
Jesus, who represents the authority of divine truth. So the might of an 
earthly nation, relying upon fear and coercive power, challenges a heavenly 
kingdom, which embodies the loving authority of godly truth. It is difficult 
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for us to hear and appreciate this confrontation because we are lulled into 
taking one side of it. But which side? 

• Well, if asked on a Sunday morning, about which side we identify with, it’s 
hard to imagine any of us choosing to stand with Pilate, and the power of 
the Roman Empire. And yet… think about the casual observers who see us 
every day. ~ What do they conclude about our allegiance? By how we live 
and work, and not just by what we say, what witness do we give to our 
deepest commitments? How much do we exemplify a belief that there is a 
higher kingdom that is not of this world ~ one that embodies the authority 
of God’s truth, and which holds to account all regimes, dominions and 
nations? 

• The glorious authority of Christ the King is beautifully portrayed in the 
Ghent Altarpiece, by Van Eyck, one of the greatest works of European art. 
{note the handout} We see the one who sacrificed himself, by becoming like a 
lamb led to slaughter. The “mystic lamb” is now sovereign over the cosmos, 
with the kings of this world at his feet.  Robed in what Charles Wesley 4

called “dreadful majesty,”  with his upheld hand, he now blesses the world. 5

• Believing in Christ the King involves believing not only that we are presently 
one with him, in the Spirit. It also involves believing that he will come again 
in glory. For he will bring to completion and fulfillment —in our experience— 
all that he accomplished through his death, resurrection and ascension. 
Using the words of Charles Wesley, it means believing that when “Christ the 
Lord returns to reign, [e]very eye shall… behold him…; [even] those who set 
at nought and sold him, pierced and nailed him to the tree…” 

• We may be tempted to lament that we do not see him now, and that we 
have to wait. But we do see him ~ in the ways that he has chosen to reveal 
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himself ~ in ourselves and in each other. Most especially, we see him in the 
sacrament of the Eucharist, our foretaste of the full revealing of his glory. 

• Now, to call Christ “the King,” and to say that “he shall come again,” may 
seem like abstract statements, disconnected from our lives. Yet, there is a 
question that makes those statements concrete. Let’s ask ourselves this: who 
reigns, or exercises sovereignty, over my life? Who is truly king of my life, 
every day? In principle, we may say that it is Jesus. But in practice, it is not so 
simple. For the answer about who really functions as king in my life, is not 
likely to be him, but me! In other words, Christ may be King. But I act and 
live like the prideful prince who can’t wait to take over, and who behaves as 
if he already has. 

• And so we need to remember this: in principle, God has crowned Christ as 
King, and will never dethrone him. Yet, in practice we are able to push Christ 
aside from sovereignty over our lives, or at least ignore his power. At the 
same time, since he is already Christ the King, we can honor him as 
sovereign over ourselves. His glory then replenishes our poverty of spirit, 
and transforms the emptiness of our virtue. In the process, the reality of his 
kingship does not change. Yet the actuality of his meaning for us grows 
profoundly, every day. 
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Van Eyck, Ghent Altarpiece (central panel) 
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John 18:33-37 
Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you 
the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did 
others tell you about me?” Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation 
and the chief priests have handed you over to me. What have you done?” Jesus 
answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this 
world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the 
Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” Pilate asked him, “So you are a 
king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this 
I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth 
listens to my voice.” 

Notes
 For this and the following quotations, see Joseph LoConte’s essay, “Tolkien, Lewis, and the Lessons of 1

World War I,” published in The Weekly Standard online, November 20, 2018, which may be accessed 
here: https://www.weeklystandard.com/joseph-loconte/tolkien-lewis-and-the-lessons-of-world-war-i

 Emphasis added.2

 See Revelation 1:4b-8, and Hymn 57, in The Hymnal 1982.3

 The great painting is sometimes referred to by the title, The Mystic Lamb. 4

 See the prior note for the Charles Wesley quote, from Hymn 57.5
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