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ENTERING THE SCENE:
Fr. Richard Rohr asks us to “picture yourself before the crucified Jesus; recognize 
that he became what you fear: nakedness, exposure, vulnerability, and failure. He 
became sin to free you from sin. He became what we do to one another in order to 
free us from the lie of punishing and scapegoating each other. He became the 
crucified so we would stop crucifying. He refused to transmit his pain onto others.” 
It is also said that Forgiveness is me giving up my right to hurt you for hurting 
me.” It is in doing this that we truly make Jesus our king.  

Lk. 23: 33-43 
33 When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified him, along 
with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left. 34 Jesus said, "Father, 
forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing." And they divided up 

his clothes by casting lots. 35 The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, "He saved others; let him 
save himself if he is the Christ of God, the Chosen One." 36 The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered him wine 
vinegar 37 and said, "If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself."38 There was a written notice above him, which read: THIS IS 
THE KING OF THE JEWS. 39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself 
and us!" 40 But the other criminal rebuked him. "Don't you fear God," he said, "since you are under the same sentence? 41 We are 
punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong."42 Then he said, "Jesus, 
remember me when you come into your kingdom." 43 Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in 
paradise." 

DISCUSSION QUESTION: The thief on the cross was honest with himself and Jesus and was promised paradise. Can being honest 
with myself and God do the same for me? 

PRAYER: Lord, over and over you have shown me how being honest with you and with myself can be the key to paradise. This 
honesty can free me to see possibilities that I miss or block when I am denying my truth. You also know that this can only happen 
when I am free of fear of losing your love. Help me to trust this truth. A truth you were willing to die for in order to free me from fear. 
Amen. 

WORD STUDY AND QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:
SKULL: The word for skull in Greek is kranion. The location of this hill is just outside the walls of Jerusalem. 
Does the name of this place suggest anything ironic to you?

CRUCIFIED: The Romans adopted the Persian method of putting slaves to death for crimes such as murder, robbery, piracy, treason 
and rebellion. 
What “crime”, or “crimes”, is Jesus being executed for here?

CRIMINALS: The two crucified alongside Jesus were traditionally known as thieves. (See information below) 
Why do you think the early church remembered stories about those crucified with Jesus in so many places in the historical record? 
Would it change things for you if Jesus had crucified alone? How?

FATHER, FORGIVE THEM FOR THEY DO NOT KNOW WHAT THEY ARE DOING: This seems to be Jesus’ awareness 
when he encountered people who were sinning. 
Does this most often apply to you when you sin? If so, does this prayer of Jesus help you?
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CASTING LOTS: The soldiers did not want to tear up his garment, so they gambled to see who would get it. In surrendering to this 
death, Jesus casts his lot with all humanity. Both the soldiers and Jesus were gambling that day. 
Who were the winners that day? What did they win? Did you win anything because of that day?

SNEERED / MOCKED: The brutality of the situation found its energy is mockery and derision. 
Why does it seem that brutality needs dehumanization in order to shield itself from consciousness? Can you identify a current example 
of this dynamic?

SAVED OTHERS / SAVE HIMSELF / SAVE YOURSELF: Jesus’ reason for coming into human history was to bring the truth 
about God. In order to do this, he “lost himself’ in order “save us”. 
Can you think of any other way that humanity could have gotten the picture? Have you ever had to lose yourself in order to save 
another person? How?

WRITTEN NOTICE: This is the only time in the gospels we hear of something written about Jesus. The paradox of this scene is 
now posted for all to see. The “crime” proclaims the truth. The inscription literally means; “The King of the Jews is this one”. Pilate 
knew Herod often referred to himself this way, even though Rome forbade him to use it. 
How many levels of meaning can you find hidden in this written notice?

CHRIST OF GOD / CHOSEN ONE / KING OF THE JEWS / CHRIST: All these descriptions sum up the reason for the 
Incarnation and the fullness of revelation. That, which was hoped for, is now here. 
Why do you think the church chose this text this feast? How does this text help you to understand the Incarnation?

SOLDIERS / RULERS: Luke has the officials who had power over life and death doing the jeering. Matthew and Mark include the 
crowds in the mockery as well. 
What is it about Luke’s gospel that might explain why he does not have the crowds jeering as well?

WINE VINEGAR: A cheap wine was offered and refused. There is nothing about this situation that is cheap. 
Are there ways of understanding the death of Jesus that cheapens this priceless gift? What are they?

FEAR GOD: It has been said that absolute power corrupts absolutely. There appears to be no sense among the killers that they need 
to fear God. 
Can you think of any current day use of power that exemplifies this principle?

PUNISHED JUSTLY / DESERVE: The thief, who recognizes the truth in this situation, speaks for each of us. 
If you had been in the crowd which thief do you think would have made the most sense to you? Why?

REMEMBER ME: The thief wants is to be remembered. To be re-membered, is to be put back together again. 
What do you think he meant by being remembered?

KINGDOM: A kingdom is the place where the will of the king is primary. 
What was revealed about the kingdom/king that day?

TODAY: Jesus promised immediate satisfaction of the thief’s request and much more. 
How do you understand the promise of Jesus to the thief? Are you included in that same promise?

WITH ME: Both Jesus and the thief will share existence in God’s kingdom that day. 
Is this same-shared existence awaiting us as well?

PARADISE: Paradise was thought to be beautiful walled garden and a return to the beginning (Gen. 2-3). 
What does the word paradise mean to you? Is it a return to the beginning for you?

PARALLEL TEXTS: 2 Sam.5: 1-3; Ps. 122: 1-5; Col. 1:12-20; Lk. 23: 35-43 
Revised Common Lectionary: Jer. 23:1-6; Lk. 1:68-79; Col. 1:11-20; Lk. 23:33-43 

 2



OTHER TEXTS OF THE WEEK: Lk. 23:33f // Mt. 27:33; Mk. 15:22f; Lk. 23:34 // Jn. 19:17; Ps.22:19; Acts 7:60; Lk. 23:35f // Mt: 27: 39-43; 
Mk. 15: 29-32; Mt. 27: 48; Lk. 23:36 // Mt. 27:48; Lk. 23: 38 // Jn. 19:19; Lk. 23: 39 // Mt. 27:44; Mk. 15:32; 

SUPPORTIVE INFORMATION:
In like" "measure, Aristotle could never understand the story of the “good thief" (see Luke 23:39-43).The idea that at the end of one's 
otherwise disreputable life, one could enter, by Christ's mercy and forgiveness, the kingdom of God contradicts Aristotle's notion of a 
life dedicated to virtue that alone yields the good life. For Aristotle, human logic based on strict justice, and not the logic of unmerited 
mercy, singularly governed the moral life. Thus Aristotle would be repulsed by the crucifixion of Jesus and what Christians make out 
of it. Yet, for the Christian who believes that the end of human existence is the kingdom, the cross is essential. By the cross, the 
kingdom was won. The cross is the symbol of God's merciful love for us in that while we were still sinners, God loved us and saved us 
(see Romans 5: 6). In fact, for Aristotle any attempt to identify mercy with God would be preposterous. Mercy was a practice only for 
those who did not know otherwise. Pg. 43.   Harrington, Daniel –Keenan, James Jesus and Virtue Ethics  NY. Sheed & Ward Book. 2002.  

In the early church the matter of Jesus’ humanity or divinity was a central issue. We find the gospel writers dealing with this in various 
ways. Compare Mark’s agonizing Jesus to Luke’s poised and confident Jesus.  Bart Ehrman in his article “Did Jesus Get Angry or 
Agonize?”(Bible Review: 12/05 pages 17ff) says: “At no point in Luke’s Passion narrative does Jesus lose control; never is he in deep 
and debilitating anguish over his fate. He is in charge of his own destiny, knowing what he must do and what will happen to him once 
he does it. This is a man who is at peace with himself and tranquil in the face of death.” 

The last words of a person, like a prologue to the silence of death, are often significant and sum up all the life that went before them. 
They are often also a personal experience and a last message directed to posterity. That is why we are so interested in the last words of 
Jesus on the Cross before he gives up his spirit. …Jesus on the cross was in a desperate situation, but he was not desperate. He was not 
abandoned by God, but God gave him over to abandonment at the hands of his enemies. Faith was never lacking, but only its light and 
brightness. Pgs. 354 & 365.  
Olivera, Bernardo, O.C.S. O. The Search for God: Conference, letters, and homilies. Kalamazoo, MI. Cistercian Pub. 2002. 

More deeply, however, the real value in carrying tension for the sake of love is that it is a gestation process. By pondering as Mary did, 
as she stood helplessly beneath the cross, and by enduring suffering as Jesus did in the garden at Gethsemane, we have the opportunity 
to turn hurt into forgiveness, anger into compassion, and hatred into love. We see an illustration of this in Jesus' life: 
He was hated, but he hated no one; he was met by anger, but he did not respond in anger; and he was killed by jealousy, but he was 
jealous of and hurt no one. He was on the receiving end of murderous anger, jealousy, and hatred, but he never passed them on to 
others. Instead he carried hatred, anger, jealousy, and wound long enough until he was able to transform them into forgiveness, 
compassion, and love. Only someone who has already sweated real blood to remain true to what is highest and best will be able to 
look at his or her own murderers and say: "Forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.” This is what constitutes true nobility 
of soul. Accepting to carry tension for the sake of God, love, truth, and principle, is the mysticism that is most needed in our day. 
Almost everything within our culture invites us to avoid tension and to resolve it whenever possible, even at the cost of some of our 
more noble instincts.   Rolheiser, Ronald.  The Holy Longing.  NY. Doubleday. 1999.  Pg. 224. 

In a prophetic article entitled   Liturgy for Life: The Political Meaning of Worship.by William F May published in the  Aug 29-Sept 5, 
2001issue of  Christian Century on Page 27 we find: “ In a sense, modern-day terrorism represents a liturgical reaction to the social-
contract theory of the state. Terrorists intuit that the modern social contract relies heavily upon the power of fear to hold things 
together. But fearful self-interest that draws people together can quickly drive them apart. In wielding violence, terrorists trigger the 
disintegrative power of fearful self-interest. In receiving (and accepting into one’s own life) the Savior who lays down his life for 
others in the Eucharist offers the social order the leavening power of self-donative love.”   

Gospel according to the Hebrews (in Haimo of Auxerre, Commentary on Isaiah 53:12) – For as is contained in the gospel of the 
Nazarenes: at this word of the Lord, many thousands of Jews standing around the cross, believed. 

Gosp. of Peter IV. 10-14 And they brought two criminals and crucified the Lord between them; and he was silent, as one having no 
pain. [11] And when they had set up the cross, they wrote on it, "This is the King of Israel." [12] And they laid his garments before 
him, and divided them, and cast lots for them. [13] But one of those criminals reviled them, saying, "We have suffered in this way for 
the evils we have done; but in what way has this man injured you, who has become the Savior of men?" [14] And they were angry 
with him and commanded that his legs should not be broken in order that he might die in agony. 

The first Gospel of the INFANCY of JESUS CHRIST is a Gnostic text of the second century and first translated in1697 which was 
used by the sect known as Nestorians. It was incorporated into the Koran. In chapter 8:7 we hear of the child Jesus predicting that a 
thief, named Titus, who helped in his family in their return from Egypt, would go before him into paradise. “8:7-And these two thieves 
shall be with me at the same time upon the cross, Titus on my right hand, and Dumachus on my left, and from that time Titus shall go 
before me into paradise:” Pg. 47. 
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In The GOSPEL of NICODEMUS, formerly called the ACTS of PONTIUS PILATE, that some credit to the end of the third 
century, and was used by many in the early church. In chapter 22 : 10, we find the thief saying; “He presently regarded my 
supplication, and said to me, Verily I say unto thee, this day thou shalt be with me in Paradise.” Pg. 88. 
World Bible Publishers, Inc. The Lost Books of the Bible and Forgotten Books of Eden. Alpha House, Inc. 1926-7. 

Pope Pius XI instituted this feast on Dec. 11, 1925 and it is used to end the liturgical year and proclaim Christ’s right to homage, 
service and fidelity. Christians make the outrageous claim, that the cross reveals the true nature of God’s total unconditional love. Our 
response to this revelation, unlike the powers of Jesus’ day, is to recognize what true ‘kingship’ really is. Our ancestors in faith awaited 
a righteous king to re-establish the glory days of David. Jesus, in his life, death, and resurrection, brought to all humanity so much 
more. The gift, the ultimately costly gift, now needs to be accepted and cherished by everyone. 

Faithful discipleship, according to Jesus, involves “hating” everything that gives us security in exchange for carrying a cross and 
following him. Christine Pohl  

Today’s WORD concerns the King and the Kingdom. Their roots are in Israel and David’s royal house. When these pass from history, 
the King is spiritualized – but not removed from earth. It is God’s reign, where his will is done, on earth as in heaven, as the Lord’s 
Prayer reminds us. Its paradox is that it refuses the techniques of power. Its sign is the cross and the taunting. But: Is it our kingdom? 
Ultimately, haven’t we more confidence in the uses of force and power than in the power of the cross? Isn’t that how to be “realistic?” 
Don’t the rules and soldiers still agree? Not to mention criminals. Christ the King is on the cross. His royal power flows out of a 
deeper reality than does that of his persecutors. It is the power of forgiveness and reconciliation. It disarms his taunters, rendering 
them impotent even as they succeed in killing him   Beck, Fr. Robert. Sunday’s Word. The Witness.  11/20/1980. Page 5.

The Epistle of the Apostles written sometime in the mid-second century. Originally penned in Greek, the text is now preserved only 
in other languages; the following is drawn from the Ethiopic translation. 9. He of whom we are witnesses we know as the one 
crucified in the days of Pontius Pilate and the prince Archelaus, who was crucified between two thieves; and was taken down from the 
wood of the cross together with them; and he was buried in a place which is called the place of the skull, to which three women came, 
Sarah, Martha, and Mary Magdalene. Page 260.       Ehrman, Bart D. Lost Christianities.  NY. Oxford Univ. Press. 2003

The Second Treatise of the Great Seth, probably dates from the third century. It is a Gnostic work that thinks that Simon of Cyrene 
was mistakenly crucified in Jesus’ place, while Jesus looked on and laughed.“ After they bound him with many restraints, they nailed 
him to the cross, and they fastened him with four nails of bronze.” Page 232.   Ehrman, Bart D. Lost Christianities.  NY. Oxford Univ. Press. 2003 

The Didascalia, (Teaching of the Apostles) was written in the early third century. Its main concern was early church administration 
and liturgy. 6. “And then let them come and plead for him. For even our Savior was pleading with His father for those who sinned, as 
it is written in the Gospel: “My brethren, they know not what they do, nor what they speak; but if it be possible forgive them.” Page 
335. Ehrman, Bart D. Lost Christianities.  NY. Oxford Univ. Press. 2003 

It was essential that Jesus be killed without the real reasons becoming known, because such knowledge would unmask the true nature 
of the Domination System. If people actually realized, then or now, why Jesus was killed, they would rise up and overthrow the 
delusionary system that keeps them pacified…..They had to kill him, for Jesus represented the most intolerable threat ever placed 
against the spirituality, values, and arrangements of the Domination System. 
Wink, Walter. Engaging the Powers. Minneapolis, MN. Fortress Press. 1992.   Pages 109-110. 

The humble person will have much more chance of universal love and total forgiveness because the humble person leaves to God the 
things that are God’s. Pg. 28 
Heaps, John. A Love That Dares to Question: A Bishop Challenges His Church. Grand Rapids, MI. Eerdmans Pub. Col. 1998. 

Jesus says it most unambiguously, “I say this to you: love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” Mt. 5:44; and in the 
depth of his agony on the cross, he prays for those who are killing him, “Father forgive them; they do not know what they are doing” 
Lk. 23:34. Here the full significance of the discipline of prayer becomes visible. Prayer allows us to lead into the center of our hearts 
not only those who love us but also those who hate us. This is possible only when we are willing to make our enemies part of 
ourselves and thus convert them first of all in our own hearts. Pg. 111.  Nouwen, Henri, et al. Compassion. NY. Image Books. 1983. 

There is only one ultimate imperative in life: Before we die, we need to forgive. We need to forgive those who hurt us, to forgive 
ourselves for not being any better than those who hurt us, to forgive life itself for some of the things that it dealt us, and, not least, to 
forgive God for the fact that life is unfair, so as not to die with a bitter and angry heart. Gratitude is the fruit of that struggle.  
Fr. Ron Rolheiser 

Prayer for Myself by Cynthia J. Symonds (a prayer that could be spoken by the good thief) 
When I let go the selves that I feel others expect me to be, 
 I sometimes find no one there. 
But other times I find a surprising me, a me that no one could  
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 Anticipate, but one that is uniquely right. 
Lord, help me to realize that this unique me is the one that you intended me to be. Help me be as fresh in my awareness as a child Amen. 
Grana, Janice, Ed. Images. Winona, MN. St. Mary’s College Press. 1976. Page 12.

A true mirror first receives an image and then reflects it back truthfully—but now so that I can see myself, too. The all-important thing 
is that you find the right mirror that mirrors you honestly and at depth. All personhood is created in this process, and our job is always 
to stay inside this mirroring. Our task is to trustfully receive and then reflect back the inner image transmitted to us until, as the apostle 
Paul expressed, “All of us, gazing with unveiled face on the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory 
to glory, as from the Lord who is the Spirit”. Richard Rohr 

SUGGESTED READINGS:
Shea, John. The Hour of the Unexpected. Allen, TX. Argus Communications. 1977.  A PRAYER TO MARY AT THE CROSS: Page 114 
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