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 Each November, as we close out the liturgical year with the celebration of the 

Solemnity of Our Lord Jesus Christ the King, I struggle to make the concept of royalty 

relevant to the modern world.  Here we are in America, in Memphis, and the only King 

it seems that we ever hear about is buried at Graceland.  Royalty is not on our radar 

screens.  So this past week, when the queen’s second son, Prince Andrew, the Duke of 

York, found himself embroiled in a scandal, it was a great gift to Catholic homilists 

everywhere.  An unintentional gift, to be sure, given that the Duke of York’s attempt to 

salvage his reputation by giving a lengthy interview to the BBC completely backfired on 

him – but a gift nonetheless.  Royalty is once again in the headlines, though this time 

people do not seem to be obsessed with the palaces and the titles and the whole fairy 

tale aspect of monarchy.  In this instance, royalty has met the modern world.  So what 

does it mean that Prince Andrew is stepping away from royal duties?  Well, it probably 

means that some British commoners – that’s what they would call you and me – some 

commoners might have to cut their own ribbons and unveil their own plaques and 

statues.  That’s what modern royalty has become.  Ceremonial figureheads who move 

from palace to palace and participate in quaint rituals.  Of course, Prince Andrew’s 

ancestors didn’t always have it so easy.  Until recent centuries, monarchs were often 

required to rule with an iron fist, to be skilled military leaders and ruthlessly eliminating 

enemies.  Today, Queen Elizabeth reigns, but does not rule.  In more ancient times, 

kings and queens were absolute monarchs.  They ruled – some skillfully and 

compassionately, others cruelly and incompetently – but they ruled nonetheless.  In 

ancient times, royalty meant power. 
 

 Jesus lived in an empire made up of conquered kingdoms and principalities.  The 

emperor, Tiberius Caesar, had himself come to power largely by out-maneuvering the 

dangerous members of his stepfather Augustus Caesar’s rather treacherous family.  

Kings and princes held on to their titles by being subservient to the emperor, but by, in 

their own way, exercising power in an often ruthless way.  King Herod, for example, 

who ruled when Jesus was born, or his successor Herod Antipas, who had John the 

Baptist executed, were kings who owed their places on the throne to the emperor, yet 

they were merciless in fighting off any who might seek to take their place.  A king in 

ancient Palestine, therefore, might not be more powerful than the emperor, but he was 

still dominant within his own realm.  Like the emperor, like a czar, a king had power.  

So when Pontius Pilate, prefect of the Roman province of Judea, placed above the head 

of Jesus on the cross the inscription, “This is the King of the Jews,” there was real irony 

in his words.  A king had power, Jesus had none.  A king wore a crown of gold, Jesus 

had been crowned with thorns.  A king could command armies, could order his subjects 

around – in Pilate’s eyes, Jesus was no more than a criminal being executed in a 



humiliating and painful way.  The ruling class sneered at him, the soldiers jeered at him, 

even one of the criminals being executed with him taunted him:  “Are you not the 

Christ, the Messiah, the Anointed One?”  Save yourself, exercise some power – prove 

that you are a king!  How painful it must have been to endure the sheer agony of the 

cross – how much more painful to be reviled in the process!  Hardly a king!  Certainly 

not a Messiah!  Just a false prophet and a rabble-rouser getting what he deserved, the 

crowd must have been murmuring to one another.  And then, in the midst of the agony, 

the other criminal – the one tradition refers to as St. Dismas – this good thief, we call 

him, turns to this poor, pitiable, reviled man beside him on the cross and says, “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  And Jesus says, in his characteristic 

style of speech, “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”  How the 

crowd must have roared with laughter!  One naked, dying criminal promising the other 

that he would be with him in paradise.  You’ll be with him in a potters’ field, they must 

have thought.  You’ll both be forgotten by sundown, they must have imagined – but a 

kingdom, Paradise, never.   
 

 As we gather to celebrate this solemnity of Christ the King, the images of 

powerful earthly kings and the splendor of royal events stand in stark contrast to this 

gospel passage, to the image of the crucified one.  It is difficult to imagine one more 

reviled, one more powerless than Our Lord upon the cross.  Yet it is precisely in this 

moment of utter abandonment and rejection, of complete humiliation, that Jesus shines 

through as a true king.  It is this contrast that St. Paul speaks about in our second 

reading today.  All things – in heaven and on earth, thrones, dominions, principalities, 

and powers – all were created through Jesus Christ and for Jesus Christ.  Yet rather than 

taking all as gift – it was Jesus himself, our shepherd, our savior, and our king – Jesus 

himself who reconciled all things, making peace though the blood of his cross.  An 

earthly king would send his foot soldiers to accomplish the difficult work of 

reconciliation, to lay down their lives for the greater glory of the kingdom.  Christ, by 

contrast, lays down his own life, shows us that a true king is not just someone born of 

privilege, entitled to wealth and power, but someone who lays aside the trappings of this 

life – who lays aside even his own life – for the greater good of his people.  Christ 

reconciled us to God not through the blood of an actual lamb or through the blood of his 

subjects, but by his own blood, surrendering himself to death so that we might have 

eternal life.  Sacrifice is at the heart of our eternal king – and, as Christians, sacrifice 

must be a constituent part of our identity as well.  Like Jesus, we are called to put the 

needs of others ahead of our own wants and desires, to reach out with compassion to 

those forgotten by our society.  We are called to lay down the trappings of this life – 

meager though our own possessions and wealth may be – to surrender our comfort and 

position to contribute to the work of reconciliation and peace, to the ministry of the 

Body of Christ among us.  Others may dream of being royal, of living in palaces or 

wearing ermine and jewels.  May we dream of imitating Christ our King as he offers 

himself for the salvation of all. 


