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Most observances in the Church’s calendar date back to the earliest days of the 

Church. Not so the Feast of Christ the King. There are people still alive who were 

born before Pope Pius XI established this solemnity. 2025 will be the 100th 

anniversary, and a time for special commemoration. 

But from the newness of this observation that Christ is King, it does not follow it 

was a new discovery! In the New Testament, friend and foe alike began to discern 

in their experience of Jesus the discovery of a king and His kingdom. This 

discovery was exciting because it was subtle, became suddenly apparent, and 

happened in very strange places. One of the gospels passages appointed for 

today’s feast tells of the confrontation of Our Lord Jesus with Pontius Pilate. God 

Incarnate happened to be a prisoner tied with ropes. (When critics of the Catholic 

Church tell us to keep our noses out of secular affairs, you can point to Jesus Christ 

our Lord standing before the judgment seat of a Roman-occupation governor of a 

backwater province. Bound as a prisoner on Pilate’s pavement is part of the Divine 

involvement and engagement of the only-begotten Son of God in His search for 

souls. So for Christ’s followers, worldly involvement goes with the territory!) 

The Jews had been disappointed in Jesus and sought His execution because His 

Kingdom was not of this world. Christ as a king was an accusation, and the Jews 

used that term to get the Roman governor’s attention. On his part, Pontius Pilate 

had no very clear idea what the Jews were clamoring about. So we are told the 

Roman governor actually asked the prisoner what the charges were! He asked Our 

Lord “are you a king?” And the Divine reply was “Thou sayest.” Which is a 

Hebrew colloquial expression analogous to our saying “You said it.” (If I 

commented that the Red Sox didn’t play well this year” you might reply “You said 

it” in complete agreement.) In the end, Pilate executed Jesus on the ground that His 

Kingdom was of this world. And then the governor used the term “king” as a taunt 

to the Jews. To rub their noses in it, he had an inscription placed over the Lord’s 

head on the Cross: “This is Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” Part of the 

irony in the Gospels is that even the people who were enemies of Christ declared, 

by word and deed, His authority over them. 
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But there is an even stranger place for the revealing of this king. It takes place on a 

grisly execution hill. The second thief (the one called Dismas, or “the good thief”) 

is the only person in “The Place of a Skull” who does not tell Jesus “save 

yourself.” People often learn things by way of what they suffer, and what they 

learn through suffering often runs counter to ordinary thinking. Dismas learned a 

lesson which escapes most of us most of the time. Here was a man who had 

probably never met Jesus or heard Him speak. Make no mistake. This man was a 

common crook. He had been caught, tried, found guilty, and was now getting the 

punishment inflicted by a cruel society. Yet he was the first man in history to grasp 

a key mystery of our faith. God in Christ had absolutely no intention of saving 

himself! A common thief realized that self-preservation is a human instinct, and 

that God doesn’t have it because God doesn’t need it. God is not endangered by 

anything! This does not take anything away from the physical suffering of Jesus in 

His Passion. The hypostatic union is complete. (If Jesus ever stubbed His toe, it 

hurt as much as when you stub your toe.) But the observant thief came to the 

conclusion the Man hanging on a Cross next to him was exactly where He willed 

to be. It was not weakness. It was choice. And Dismas recognized it was Divine 

choice. And so he is the only one who does not say “save yourself.” Instead, 

Dismas says “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingly power.” 

If the thief still had any friends that day, they were weeping for him. But Good 

Friday was in fact the best day of his life! It was the day the reign of Christ broke 

into his life. It was the day he had made a friend of God Himself, and in the most 

unlikely circumstance imaginable.  

That is what makes the Gospel of Jesus Christ exciting. Whenever and wherever 

we choose Christ, we experience His kingly power, so secure, so loving, so 

ultimate, and so attractive. And He reigns suddenly, decisively, and wonderfully, in 

us. 


