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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

This is the last Sunday of the Christian year– not the last day, but
the last Sunday. The last day ends at sundown this coming
Saturday. Then comes Advent. Today is the day of gathering up, of
celebrating the fulfilment of everything God has planned for us,
even though we’re not there yet. St Paul speaks of God’s plan “for
the fullness of time,” when he’s going to “gather up all things in
[Christ], things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph 1:10). In an
earlier time on this last Sunday of the Church year, the gospel we
read was about the feeding of the five thousand. After multiplying
five small loaves of bread and two fish so that they fed, and
satisfied, that many people, Jesus said to his disciples, “Gather up
the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost” (Jn 6:12). That
was the key sentence that summed up the day, and the whole
Christian year. And the theme is still the same– gathering up all
things in Christ. But the focus in today’s readings is on where all
things will be gathered, which is around the throne of Christ our
King. That’s why today is called the feast of Christ the King. So
it’s a day of looking forward to those things Daniel and John
describe in the two lessons we read, and to what Jesus points to in
the gospel. 

Have any of you ever read The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe?
If you want to read theology that’s easy to understand, that’s the
book I recommend. It’s the first of seven books in The Chronicles
of Narnia, by  C.S. Lewis. It’s children’s fiction, yet it’s full of the
Gospel, so you don’t have to be a kid to enjoy them, and to get a lot
out of them. In the land of Narnia, which the Pevensie children
found by going through the back of an old wardrobe one rainy
summer day, it’s the dead of winter. As one character, Mr Tumnus,

said, “it is winter in Narnia, and has been for ever so long.” The
land is under a curse and is ruled by Jadis, a figure of the devil,
who calls herself the Queen of Narnia, but whom everyone else
calls the White Witch. She’ll turn anyone to stone who poses the
least threat to her. 

Word soon begins to spread that “Aslan is on the move,” as they all
repeat to one another, and are filled with hope by it, because Aslan,
the great lion, is the long-awaited savior of Narnia. As the word
spreads, the snow begins to melt, the White Witch becomes more
and more worried, and begins turning more and more Narnians to
stone and locking them inside her castle. The long and the short of
the story is that at one point Aslan willingly surrenders in exchange
for the life of one of the children, and is killed by the White Witch
on the Stone Table (=altar). But then he rises from the dead, and at
last he defeats Jadis and restores Narnia to the way he meant it to
be from the beginning, and makes all the Pevensie children kings
and queens to reign over Narnia with him. Sound familiar? Sure it
does! It’s the gathering up of all things in Christ that St Paul talks
about. “Gather up everything so that nothing will be lost,” Jesus
says. And a bit further on he says, “this is the will of him who sent
me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise
it up on the last day” (Jn 6:39).

Now, what’s all this got to do with today’s readings? Just this:
Daniel and John both prophesied during periods of great tribulation
among God’s people, the Jews in Daniel’s time, and the Christians
in John’s time. And the conversation between Jesus and Pontius
Pilate in the gospel about the nature of Jesus’ kingship is during his
trial, when he’s about to suffer his own great tribulation for the life
of the world. God gave Daniel and John a peek into the end of all
things, to see what it will be like after all trials and tribulations will
have come to an end, when all sin and evil will have been
eradicated, and things will be gathered up in Christ. The Church
has given that time the Greek name, Ðáñïõóßá (Parousi´a,
Parou´sia), which means presence, arrival, or coming/advent, any



of the above. It’s the time “when time shall be no more,” as the
hymn says (When the Roll is Called up Yonder), no more past or future, but
all will be present in the eternal presence of God, and all the
redeemed will reign with Christ, seated around his throne. Sounds
glorious, doesn’t it? And it is, according to Daniel and John, and
also Paul, and Jesus himself.

John was the last of the apostles. The rest had all been put to death
years before for being steadfast witnesses to Christ. And here at
about the end of the first century, John and his scribes are writing
down what God allowed him to see, so that it might be sent out to
churches all over the Roman Empire to encourage them to keep the
faith in the face of persecution. Some of the TV preachers dwell on
the book of Revelation, and like to tell us what they think it all
means, and to try to nail down the exact time of Jesus’ second
coming, so that we’ll have time to get ready. But from the
beginning the Church has said, don’t even try to figure it out
because nobody can know perfectly what hasn’t happened yet. And
besides, Jesus himself says it’s none of our concern: “About that
day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the
Son, but only the Father” (Mt 24:36). So be ready at all times, he
says, “for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming” (Lk

21:36, Mt 24:42). That’s why we don’t read much from Revelation on
Sundays, other than today and the Sundays after Easter next year.
Like I said, it was written, as all the prophecies in the Bible were
written, to encourage the people of God to keep the faith. And like
those other prophecies, there are references to things happening at
the time it was written, mixed in with things that hadn’t yet
happened, most of which still haven’t. That’s what makes it so hard 
to understand.

But the bit we read today is not so hard to understand, so I’m going
to break it down a little bit for you. It comes at the very beginning
of the book, right after an introduction and a blessing. Next comes
the greeting, which is what we read today. “John, to the seven
churches which are in Asia,” is how it begins, although we didn’t

read that part. But it’s important for two reasons. Seven is the
biblical number for wholeness or perfection. The prophet
Zechariah speaks of the seven “eyes of the Lord, which range
through the whole earth” (4:10), meaning that God sees everything.
Isaiah speaks of the seven gifts of the Spirit, all the things he gives
to the godly person (11:2). And later in Revelation, John describes
the Lamb of God, Jesus, as “having seven horns and seven eyes,
which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth” (5:6).
So when John speaks of the seven churches, he means the whole
Church everywhere, what became known soon after as the Church
Catholic. 

To ancient Romans and modern Westerners, Asia is the continent
farthest east. But in John’s day, it meant what later became known
as Asia Minor or Anatolia, which is the Asian part of Turkey. Asia
and Anatolia both mean rising, so those names were meant to refer
to the land of the rising sun. But John isn’t really talking about a
specific territory. He’s making a play on words. What he’s really
talking about is, not the rising sun, but the risen Son, Jesus. So in
addressing “the seven churches which are in Asia,” he really means
the whole Church of the risen Christ, including St Michael’s,
O’Fallon. The seven Spirits could mean either the one Holy Spirit
with the many gifts he gives to the one Church, or to the seven
archangels who, according to Jewish tradition, stand before the
throne of God– Michael, Gabriel, Raphael and the others.  

“Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is
to come.” John is elaborating on the name by which God identified
himself to Moses– I AM, which means that he exists from all
eternity. That’s why Daniel describes him as the Ancient One
(Ancient of Days, in some translations). And being the Creator of
all things, including time, he is the Lord of history– the past, the
present, and of the future. He is, he was, he is to come. He reigns
over all things, all times and all places. And Jesus is “the faithful
witness,” the One who came among us to reveal the Father and his
will for his creation, and to show how God is continually acting to



bring about our salvation, to redeem history and to gather
everything to himself at the end of it.

John identifies Jesus by three titles here to show how he is the
Messiah/Christ, the One anointed by God to redeem and reign over
his people. “Faithful witness” is the first. Then “the firstborn of the
dead,” meaning that through him, the risen Son, all who believe in
him will be raised with him. In fact, all who are baptized have
begun to live the risen life in him. The seeds of eternal life have
been sown, and have begun to take root in us already. But it won’t
be until he comes again and calls the dead to life, that we enter into
it fully. Then John calls Jesus “the ruler of the kings of the earth,” 
which the Church already knows, but which many of the kings of
the earth either don’t know, or are avoiding. But it will be
unmistakable when the Parousia happens. 

This is what Lewis is getting at with Jadis the White Witch. She
tries to fool herself, and to force everybody else, into believing that
she’s the true ruler, the Queen of Narnia, and will be for ever. But
down deep she knows that Aslan is greater, and that’s it’s only
because of his patience that she rules at all. That’s why the more
the snow melts and the more she hears that “Aslan is on the move,”
the more nervous and fearful she becomes. And when he rises from
the dead after she had killed him on the Stone Table, then she’s
really terrified. 

One of my favorite Advent hymns speaks of that very thing:

Every eye shall now behold him,
robed in dreadful majesty;
those who set at nought and sold him,
pierced, and nailed him to the tree,
deeply wailing shall the true Messiah see. 

(Hymnal 1982, #57, verse 2)

That’s based on a verse that we read today: “Look! He is coming
with the clouds; every eye will see him, even those who pierced
him; and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail. So it is
to be. Amen.” 

What John is getting at is that the kingdom of God has already
come, yet it’s also still to come, and that it’s an inescapable reality.
Jesus came the first time to inaugurate his kingdom, to establish a
beachhead in rebel-held territory. At one point, he sent seventy-two
disciples out in pairs on a trial run to heal the sick as a sign that his
kindgom has come (Lk 10:1-12). And even in places where they
weren’t welcome, he told them to say to those people,
“Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near,”
that “Aslan is on the move!” Every miracle he performed himself
was a sign that his kingdom has come. And the most astounding of
all, his resurrection, should have been indisputable proof. Yet
people who were there refused to believe it, or chose to ignore it,
like Jadis the pretender Queen of Narnia. 

Don’t let those people discourage you, John is saying, and don’t let
others be discouraged either. Jesus is the Alpha and the Omega, the
beginning and the end. “He was in the beginning with God. All
things came to be through him,” and it’s the Father’s will that he
should not lose anything that’s been given to him, “but raise it up
on the last day” (Jn 1:2-3; 6:39). For this he was born, he says to
Pilate, and for this he came into the world, to testify to the truth, to
be the faithful witness, so that whoever listens to his testimony will
come to him, be strengthened by the truth which he himself is, and
not falter in the face of any kind of opposition. Because though
heaven and earth, and all false things, will pass away, his word, his
truth, will not pass away (Mt 24:35). “His kingship is one that shall
never be destroyed,” Daniel says, and it’s there where he will
gather all things to himself.  In the Name of...
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