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33When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one 
on his right and one on his left. 34Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they 
are doing.” And they cast lots to divide his clothing. 35And the people stood by, watching; but the leaders 
scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen 
one!” 36The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine, 37and saying, “If you are the 
King of the Jews, save yourself!”38There was also an inscription over him, “This is the King of the 
Jews.”39One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, “Are you not the 
Messiah? Save yourself and us!” 40But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are 
under the same sentence of condemnation? 41And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are 
getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 42Then he said, “Jesus, 
remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 43He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me 
in Paradise.” 
 
Reflection 
So here we are at the end of the Church year celebrating the glorious reminder that Jesus, the Christ, is 
truly the King/Monarch/Ruler/One-in-Charge of all that is, ever has been and ever will be – and we read 
about his agonizing crucifixion and all he endured at the hands of those to whom he came to reveal God’s 
incredible love. What’s this about? Out of curiosity I did an internet search, asking, “What is a king?” 
There were any number of predictable answers about ruling and inherited power and constitutional 
monarchies. Then there was this, from a novel about an ancient battle between the Greeks and the 
Persians. The Persians won. This is the author’s response to the same question, put into the mouth of the 
sole Greek survivor of that battle, in response to the triumphant King Xerxes. 
 

“A king does not abide within his tent while his men bleed and die upon the field. A king does not 
dine while his men go hungry, nor sleep when they stand at watch upon the wall. A king does not 
command his men's loyalty through fear nor purchase it with gold; he earns their love by the sweat 
of his own back and the pains he endures for their sake. That which comprises the harshest burden, 
a king lifts first and sets down last. A king does not require service of those he leads but provides it 
to them...A king does not expend his substance to enslave men, but by his conduct and example 
makes them free.”  
               ― Steven Pressfield, Gates of Fire: An Epic Novel of the Battle of Thermopylae 

 
That begins to make sense of what it means when we speak of Christ as King – when we think about the 
Reign of Christ. That kind of monarch doesn’t order people out into the suffering and struggle and 
challenges of life, but invites, “Come with me, share the work of love with me”. “Do the high cost work of 
forgiving and restoring along with me.” This Christ the King does not stay locked up in the reserved 
Sacrament, nor condemn us from some golden throne. This Christ the King willingly shares the agonies 
even of a criminal – who may well have been a terrorist from the point of view of the Romans – and says, 
“Come along with me, even through the worst that evil can do, into life eternal.” 
 
It can be so difficult to comprehend the meaning of Jesus’ horrible suffering and death. People have been 
trying to explain it for centuries. Theories have included everything from paying a ransom to set us free 
(To whom need such a ransom be paid?) to tricking the devil into letting us go (how could even the most 
powerful created being have such eternal power over God’s other created beings that such a trick would 
be needed?) to coming between us and God’s righteous anger (Is God really so trapped in anger that 
such suffering was the only way we could be protected?)  We are unlikely ever to be able fully to 
comprehend the meaning of Jesus’ death. Pressfield’s description of a king also describes one of the titles 
of the Christ – Emmanuel. The word means “God is with us”, and, with Pressfield, may tell what we need 
to know for now about the Reign of Christ, the death of Christ, and the invitation of Christ to share in truly 
royal service. 


