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Looking for a King
Our recent conference led by Dominic Crossan invited us into the world of the Roman Empire, to be reminded and informed of the way in which that Empire took as its norm of political practice the process of establishing peace and order through war and victory validated by religion. The gods had favoured the victors, in turn the victors duly honoured the gods. In his book God and Empire Crossan asks whether political violence – peace through victory- is the norm of civilisation. Is the pattern of hierarchical and structural power endemic to society? And does Jesus and indeed Paul and the followers of `The Way’ challenge what might be seen as normal through the abnormal message that God’s kingdom stands in marked contrast to that experienced through the Empire of Rome? And indeed does the kingdom call of Christ emerge from the ancient struggle of the Hebrew peoples to be faithful to the Torah of Jahweh and thus ambivalent at best over the exercise of political power by secular rulers? Are Jewish Jesus and Jewish Paul simply the heirs or maybe the fulfilment of a prophetic tradition which brings a Godly critique on the whole business of politics and power? 
And so in this season of Advent and through to Christmas we shall explore and flesh out our thoughts and feelings about worldly power, epitomised through kingship. The feast of Christ the King heralded this season, our story of Good King Wenceslas will herald the eve of Christmas and on Christmas Day we join with celestial choirs to sing to the One who is Lord of Lords and King of Kings, the babe born to be King, whom wise magi sought. Looking for a King.
There seems to be no lack of interest in monarchy. The new BBC series has begun and last week too we had 1947 film footage of the Queen’s wedding. European magazines are always looking for pictures and stories about our royals. The ultimate coup is to get a royal to open a Centre or attend a premier. Kate Blanchett continues her portrayal of Queen Elizabeth I, a wonderful piece of jingoism; meanwhile Johnathan Rhys Meyers offers us the very raunchy Henry VII in The Tudors. John Earwaker and I back in the summer had some fun exchanging stories of our separate attendances at a Buckingham Palace Garden Party. Christine holding on to her one and only hat in a high wind, my avoiding any eye contact with sundry bishops and clerics and being pleasantly surprised at the quality and quantity of the cakes on offer. It felt rather bizarre; quintessentially English with everybody dressed to the nines, endless uniforms and the distant figure of a small lady in pink looking out at her adoring subjects.

So how do we begin to think about monarchy, about kings and kingdoms, we who have lived all our lives in this country with a monarch, albeit a Queen for those born since 1953. How de we handle the idea of kingship, we who use the word kingdom all the time in Christian worship?  

Today I suggest we think about our ambivalence to monarchy and begin by looking at kingship in the Old Testament, in other words what we as Christians have inherited from our Jewish forbears and here we recognise at once ambivalence a plenty. The books Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings trace the process by which the Hebrews achieved their own political structures and how they fared under them. Please don’t forget that these writings are from the position of hindsight, after downfalls of both northern and southern kingdoms of Israel.
The peoples of Israel had constituted a loose confederation of tribes; maybe we might compare them to tribal groupings in many countries today who share the same religion but have their different ways of dress, different areas of settlement ad so on. The tribal conquest of Canaan was haphazard and piecemeal, always threatened by recent settlers called Philistines along the coastal strip. Joshua was a leader of some renown but no great leader succeeded him and there was a steady lament through the book of Judges, There was no king in Israel; everyone did that which was right in their own eyes.

At a crucial moment Samuel arose, like Moses a prophet, a powerful though shadowy figure who had a profound influence on the history of the Hebrews but whose sons did not follow in his footsteps. So as Samuel gets older, a popular movement arises agitating for the appointment of a king. This is where we pick up the narrative in chapter 8 of 1 Samuel. Please lets remember that the biblical writers can be very amusing, witty and incisive. Look what’s being said here. God, says Samuel, these lot, your people want a king like the other nations around us. Tell them they are stupid says God. You only have to look at what kings can do – rob, enslave you, make war, exploit you; these stupid, faultless people of mine have rejected me, says God, as their king. Get the message of this chapter?
But the bible as well as being quite witty is also very complicated in its strands and here in 1 Samuel it is two tongued as well. For along comes another view of the establishment of monarchy, this time far more favourable. In chapter 9 – read it when you get home-  you have the very funny story of Saul, a farmers lad looking for his lost asses, comes across a prophet, namely Samuel, who takes this encounter as a sign of God’s favour, and after the minimum of preparation, and after Saul has proved his leadership potential by the slaying of numerous Ammonites, anoints Saul as king, which is the concluding couple of verses in today’s extract.
And what we have before us in these chapters is what you might call political theology. How is the will of God to be exercised in worldly terms by the people of God? Contemporary Prime Ministers might not do God but the world of our Jewish ancestors was very different. The people of Israel were God’s chosen People, after all and they lived with special laws and special rituals. They were different from the nations around them and of course such attitudes are far from dead. Many orthodox Jews today abhor the secular state of Israel. The true Israel is the servant people of God, content if necessary to live in its ghettos, to preserve and study the Torah,; the ultimate blasphemy is to wish to be like other nations. Push the religious history of civilisation onwards and this is precisely the problems arising in Islam, with differing voices over the relationship of that faith with secular society.
And so in chapter 8 of 1 Samuel we have a reluctance to embark on the road of kingship; in chapter 9 it seems that God will use the strength of Saul in battle to promote His will, providing of course that such kingship remembers the source of its authority, seen in the anointing of the King by the prophet. What was to follow and Michael picks up the story next week, is the strengthening of the monarchy under David and Solomon. So highly regarded in part is the whole kingship of David that Jesus is to be seen as Son of David.
And yet and yet, ambivalence remains in the biblical record. The demise of the monarchy, the fall of Jerusalem, the many examples of wicked kingship was to follow and the authors of the Bible do not give accolades to one form of government over the other. The Hebrew people were to suffer under many forms of authority – theocratic – the High Priest – bureaucratic – the Sanhedrin – imperialist – Roman- and revolutionary – the Maccabees. 

What are we to conclude from all of this? Do we collapse into ultimate scepticism like the author of Ecclesiastes, who in the guise of King Solomon says Better is a poor but wise youth than an old but foolish king’ Or do we pay greater attention to the prophetic strand running through the scriptures, which constantly meddles in and gives a critique of politics and rule? Sue will pick this up on Advent 3.

No we have an ambivalence in the biblical texts in regard to the adoption of kingship but we also have a consistent yearning that the will of God revealed and encapsulated in the Decalogue be the bedrock for our life in community. That would mean that any political system would need to be grounded in the Divine imperative. In looking back to an idealised picture of King David, who ruled as the viceregent of God, the scriptures point us forward to the expectation of another King, a Son of David, who would once again reveal to the world the true nature of God’s kingly rule on earth.

And yet and yet the ambivalence continued. We have no King but Caesar the crowds shouted as the Son of David was hanged on a tree. For 2000 years since, the world has seen the rise and fall of Kingdoms and empires, often ostensibly in the service of Christendom. 

Is the norm of civilisation destined always to be one of hierarchical power, symbolised in kingship?  Does our fascination with monarchy speak of our acceptance of the norm? Or would we have felt differently if a King and not a Queen had been on our throne for over 50 years? And can we use the term kingdom of God and discover a way in which through our political systems that kingdom becomes a reality in our world? Big questions for us in Advent and beyond, as we prepare to welcome once more Jesus the King of Glory, the King of Peace.
