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 Today we celebrate the feast of Christ the King, but as citizens of the USA, our 
experience of royalty is limited to what we see on TV or read in the tabloids about the 
comings and goings of the British royals. Today’s Gospel account of Jesus’ crucifixion 
turns the whole notion of kingship upside down and inside out. In fact, the passage 
describing the events of Jesus’ crucifixion seems to parody the whole idea of kingship. 
Here there is no notion of triumph and power, but of seeming defeat and dishonor that 
leads to victory of another sort. On the cross, Jesus redefines the very notion of what 
it means to be a king. 
 
 This inversion of kingship is in one sense fitting, since throughout his ministry 
Jesus had parodied in word and gesture so many of the false values and assumptions 
of His day about power, dominance, prestige, wealth and influence, values that were 
ultimately all rooted in the notion of monarchy. Here we see how the forces of loveless 
power, Jesus’ executioners, have tried to extinguish the embodiment of powerless love 
in Jesus; here we see Jesus, faithful to the very end, to the message that He preached. 
Here we see the “face of God,” as it were, revealed—as close as we can get to see 
who and what God is really like. And, God is revealed not as people might expect, with 
the attributes of power and domination, but with mercy and compassion; not with 
revenge or retaliation, but with forgiveness and reconciliation. 
 
 Already in this scene of seeming defeat and dishonor, there is a hint of the 
triumph of Easter Sunday that will emerge out of the shame of Good Friday. The two 
thieves, in their contrasting attitudes and responses to Jesus, delineate precisely how it 
is possible for one to perceive the presence of forgiveness and healing entering into 
life, and for the other to remain locked behind a wall of denial and defiance. In the 
one's ability to come to terms with the realities of his life, and in the other's failure to 
do just that, we see the options that are likewise available to us–either to be honest 
with ourselves in admitting the truth of what is going on in our lives, or to continue to 
fool ourselves with the self-pity and rationalizations which we are so quick to 
manufacture, and which serve to mask the real motivation for so much of our 
behavior. 
 
 In today’s Gospel, the one we are accustomed to call the “good thief” 
acknowledges that he is himself responsible for the fate that has befallen him, that he 
is only paying the price for the crimes he has committed, while the other thief simply 
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joins the crowd in taunting and mocking Jesus, thus providing himself with a cover to 
avoid any self-confrontation or honest appraisal of his own life. Again, in these two 
individuals we see portrayed what are two basic attitudes one can take in confronting 
one's life: the path of an honest self-assessment of a situation, or the path of denial, a 
denial that can continue up to the very end. Of course, it is the “good thief’s” honesty 
that wins for him the commendation of Jesus, and the assurance that already he is 
entering into God's reign of justice and peace, of love and truth. 
 
 Today’s Gospel asks where do we position ourselves: with the frankness and 
honesty of the “good thief” or with the dogged denial of the other? Are we willing to 
confront and admit our own failings, our character defects, our deficiencies, or do we 
prefer to deflect an inward glance by focusing instead on the fault of others? Do we 
find ourselves in the same predicament again and again and again, but rather than 
take the time to see where we may have contributed to that sorry state of affairs, 
prefer instead to put the blame on someone else? The Gospel shows the manner in 
which Christ's kingship is revealed–not in some showy display of power, but in the 
ability to open the recesses of the human heart to the possibilities of change and 
conversion. The power to do just that is the power released on Easter Sunday by the 
risen Jesus. Let us pray that because, like the good thief, we are honest with ourselves 
and open to accepting Divine Mercy, we can take that next best step in our lives to 
walk into Christ's kingdom. 


