Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown
A sermon preached by canon Brian Mountford 20 May 2007

On Wednesday I went to Westminster Abbey where a group of my friends were entertaining Frank Field MP for lunch. We met in the Jerusalem Chamber, a fine panelled room at the West end, where the King James Bible was translated and, subsequently, the Revised Version and New English Bible. But why ‘Jerusalem’? Apparently King Henry IV desired to make pilgrimage to the Holy Land, even to die there, but, before this spiritual ambition could be fulfilled, he was taken ill in the Abbey and brought to a room at the West end and placed before the fireplace where he lay in a coma. When he came round he saw his son trying on the crown and said, ‘Not yet, Hal’, before descending back into the coma. When he came round a second time and was about to die, he asked ‘where am I?’ and his attendants replied, ‘In Jerusalem, my liege’.
This story is, of course, much embellished in Shakespeare, in Henry IV part 2, the play that carries the famous tag line: ‘uneasy lies the head that wears a crown’.
Sitting with the king in this same part of the Abbey, Prince Hal looks upon the crown and asks:
‘Why doth the crown lie there upon his pillow,
Being so troublesome a bedfellow?
O polish'd perturbation! golden care!
That keep'st the ports of slumber open wide
To many a watchful night!’

When the king wakes to find the crown missing he accuses Prince Henry of callous disregard for a dying man, of impatience for power and ignoble self-aggrandisement. (We have seen hints of these problems in modern royal families.) But Prince Henry explains that as he held the crown and looked upon it, he reflected how its responsibility had drained away his father’s life, and now the prospect of having to wear it himself filled him with awe and terror.
‘there is your crown,’ he says,

‘And He that wears the crown immortally
Long guard it yours!’

‘He that wears the crown immortally’ is of course Christ, whose kingship we celebrate at Ascensiontide in hymns like, ‘Rejoice the Lord is King’ and ‘The head that once was crowned with thorns is crowned with glory now’. Two questions arise for me: the first is how in Shakespeare’s time divine kingship could be seen as a kind of Platonic ideal for the rulers of the world; and the second how useful an image the Kingship of Christ is anyway?
On the first count, it’s increasingly difficult to imagine ourselves in a society and culture with a single over-arching narrative framework; God in heaven, with Christ at his right hand, overseeing creation with benign and kingly grace. As Christians we may like that idea, we may well have deep-seated residual belief that that is how things actually are, we might even have faith that this is how it is, but its hard to sustain the view in a multi-cultural society – many different religions and many competing accounts of how nature works and what is right: evolution, intelligent design, chance, predestination, anti-abortion or the right to choose, absolute sanctity of life or euthanasia, traditional marriage or gay adoption etc, etc, etc. This is the reality of the post-modern culture – a broad set of possibilities in a liberal consensus, much troubled by competing fundamentalisms.
But were things better when society supposed that kings had the divine right to rule? Clearly not, I’d say: war, political beheadings, abuse of power, exploitation of the poor. God’s message has always had difficulty getting through, as it does today. 
From our point of view, as modern Christians, it’s difficult to accept marginalisation, or, as Lord Plant put it in the Bampton Lectures, that Christianity is now seen as a lifestyle choice alongside others, including choice of sexual partners. Tell that to Henry or Hal and they’d explode, at least in their Shakespearean personae. But we have to proclaim the gospel in the light of a realistic appreciation of the social/political context in which we are. 
Which might push the second question: how useful is the image of the kingship of Christ, anyway. In the common mind, pictures and statues of Christ crowned in glory have probably only served to symbolise the earthly wealth and power of the church. Jesus becomes another remote wealthy aristocrat to whom the majority of us have no access, but nevertheless, in that weird way that we love fame and celebrity, we just hope that one 
day we may touch the hem of his garment. This is a far cry from the Good Shepherd, the suffering servant, and the one who says, ‘Come unto me all who are weary or heavy laden and I will give you rest’. A far cry from the God of the Magnificat, who ‘hath put down the mighty form their seat and hath exalted the humble and meek; who hath filled the hungry with good things: and sent the rich empty away.’
So Christ’s kingship remains the kingship of the crown of thorns; its power is in weakness, its majesty in self-giving; its orb is compassion and its sceptre, love; its only triumph to give and not to count the cost. There is no place for triumphalism in Christianity despite the Church’s efforts to prove otherwise. And although the seduction of power might be magnetic, we must remember the beatitude which says how blest are they that know their need of God.
