A WORLD MADE STRANGE?!

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in Saint James’ Church, King
Street, Sydney, on the Feast of Christ the King, 23 November 2025

Today is the last Sunday in the Christian Year. It ends our three-year cycle; Year C, based
on Luke’s gospel. Next Sunday, we begin again with Year A, in which we read Matthew.
This is not the first time that I have preached on the Feast of Christ the King, but the last
time that I preached in Year C was in 2001 and we had recently returned from visiting our
family in Boston, where we had been on 9/11. I began my sermon that day with this:

By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept,
when we remembered you Zion.
As for our harps, we hung them up
upon the trees that are in that land.
For those who led us away captive asked us for a song,
and our oppressors demanded mirth, saying:
‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’
How can we sing the Lord’s song
in a strange land??

Today, I want to reflect on the Kingdom of Christ then and now. I remember 9/11 vividly.
Just after rising, | had turned on my computer and saw the breaking news. I rushed to gather
the family in time to witness the second plane hit one of the Twin Towers. Hundreds of
people from the Boston area died on that day, passengers on the hijacked planes that had
taken off from its Logan Airport.

For our American friends this was indeed an example of my question. What had failed
them was their confidence in their nation. Without warning they were changed from people
who believed that the United States of America was a beacon of freedom and hope in the
world to people who realised that significant parts of the world hated them. In an
intellectual sense they might have known that fact well before 11 September 2001. The
physical and emotional realisation arrived on that day. The change in atmosphere was
palpable. The world itself had changed.

It was in this context that my thoughts turned to Psalm 137, from which I have just quoted.
That psalm asks how we can sing the Lord’s song in a strange land. The Hebrew exiles in
Babylon find themselves mocked by their captors, who demand that they sing, as a form
of mere entertainment, and to reinforce their degradation, some of their sacred songs.
Desolate, in a foreign country, unable to observe their cultic rituals, they cannot
comprehend that God is still with them. Thus, they despair and ask how the Lord’s song
can be sung in such a land.

Now, 24 years later, the United States finds itself in a different strange land. Our son and
daughter-in-law, for reasons of Simon’s employment, now live in Zurich, while our now
adult grandsons find their own way in their homeland. Simon and Amy are pleased to be
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where they are, but they and we know that nobody is far from the effects of such global
actions as we now see. Not only that, but horrors continue to happen: Dafur in Sudan,
Ukraine and Gaza are outstanding examples amongst lesser-known events.

Perhaps we, on this Feast of Christ the King, feel somewhat the same as the exiled
Hebrews. How can the Lord’s song be sung in a world where it seems futile to assert the
kingship of Christ?

It is, of course, entirely possible that the world did not change at all, either on 9/11 or when
Trump was elected for a second time. On All Saints Day, Pope Leo declared St John Henry
Newman a Doctor of the Church, joining 38 others.> In his 1864 book, Apologia Pro Vita
Sua, an account of his theological development, Newman says:

I look out of myself into the world of men, and there I see a sight which fills me with
unspeakable distress. ...

...[I see] the greatness and littleness of man, his far-reaching aims, his short duration, the
curtain hung over his futurity, the disappointments of life, the defeat of good, the success
of evil, physical pain, mental anguish, the prevalence and intensity of sin, the pervading
idolatries, the corruptions, the dreary hopeless irreligion ...*

Such gloom should not, of course, go unchallenged. It would be as easy to construct a list
of good and heroic acts and give a very different picture. Had Newman’s purpose been
different, he could have done the same.

No good news, however, could allow us to escape from the question we must ask on this
Feast of Christ the King. Whether the world has changed or not, we ask ourselves what
such a festival can possibly signify in the world as we know it.

We must ask what kind of rule we expect Christ to exercise in this world where we live. A
positive answer will be consistent with our ideas about the incarnation, about a Son of God
who is emptied to participate in this world and to accept its pain.

We should now go back to Psalm 137: ‘By the waters of Babylon, we sat down and wept’.
These words are poignant and evocative. We find it easy to empathise with the exiles and
their plight. The ending of the psalm is quite different.

O daughter of Babylon, you that lay waste,

happy shall he be who serves you as you have served us.
Happy shall he be who takes your little ones

and dashes them against the stones.’

These bloodthirsty words are difficult for us to read aloud when the psalm appears in the
cycle of our lectionary. They seem out of touch with the atmosphere of peace and goodwill
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we like to think is ours. Yet there may be a link between thinking that we are in a strange
land where God’s songs cannot be sung and such violent reactions. If God is not here,
what are we to say of the people around us? Who are they? We may think that they are
not, as we are, children of God. They do not have a home in God’s true land. They can
never sing God’s songs, no matter where they may be. They are, then, truly others, truly
not us, truly less than human, truly objectified and truly dismissed.

This brings us to one part of an understanding of what the kingship of Christ might mean
for us, to a confirmation of our common standing before God, of our essentially common
humanity. This perception is under great pressure in our modern world. Attempts at
bridging national and cultural divides seem singularly unsuccessful in the face of the
persistent demonising of opponents and the easy acceptance of the price paid by ordinary
people in war zones and elsewhere.® This is precisely the trap of Psalm 137.

We come now, at last, to today’s gospel. If you thought that my choice of Psalm 137 was
strange in the context of the Festival of Christ the King, what do you think of this gospel?
We find here the dying Jesus abused by one of the thieves for not saving himself and those
with whom he was crucified. The other thief asks to join Jesus’ kingdom. Instead, he is
told that today he will join Jesus in Paradise. We should not take this gospel as relegating
the kingship of Christ to another world. This passage has some of the ‘now but not yet’
quality of many New Testament passages. It challenges us to live in a way we know to be
true despite the overwhelming evidence to the contrary. That is a concept of kingship that
finds Jesus in the most troubled parts of the world. That is a concept of kingship that resists
demonising the alien. That is the concept of kingship worthy of the one who died without
saving himself.

6 This part of my discussion was inspired by reflections of Rowan Williams in his book, Lost Icons,
Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 2000.



4, . .
The Icon of the Crucifixion “Between the Two Thieves,” written in 1711 by loannis Moskos, is a
multifaceted composition based on western works. In this portion of the icon the great cross with

the Crucified is projected at golden depth, while black clouds are spread out around it. St.

Dismas, on the left, is crowned by a flying angel, after being promised entrance into Paradise by
the Lord. (Public Domain/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS)
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