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The seminarian, deacon Juan Duarte Martín (aged 24) from Yunquera in Málaga province was for several hours tied to an olive tree together with two companions. The communist militia told them that if they renounced Christ and blasphemed against Him, they would be set free. They refused. Juan’s two companions were attacked with axe blows and bayonets, and killed. 
Juan was dragged off to a prison cell, to be tortured with electric current, needles and beatings. They told him to shout “Long live communism!”, but he would only insist instead: “Long live Christ the King! – Viva Cristo Rey!”  On 15th November 1936 after shooting him in the stomach, one of the militia enlarged the wound, poured petrol into his abdomen and set him on fire. Juan’s last words were: “I forgive you, and I pray that God may forgive you.”
Juan was one of the 498 Catholic martyrs of the Spanish Civil War, beatified in the largest ever mass beatification in Rome last 28th October. They supplement the previous group of 233 beatified by Pope John Paul II in 2001.
Imitating the Mexican Catholics who died resisting their militantly secular government, many Spanish martyrs also uttered “Viva Cristo Rey!” as their final cry of faith as they were murdered. 6832 Catholic clergy and religious perished in the Spanish “Red Terror.” The total number of victims of this persecution (1931-39) is estimated at some 38,000.
In their sufferings, many of these martyrs truly reproduced the death of Christ the King. As He was dying upon Calvary’s Cross, Jesus prayed: Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.

This act of forgiveness was imitated by Bishop Cruz Laplana y Laguna of Cuenca. He had refused to disguise himself as a peasant and escape from the Bishop’s palace. 

After being imprisoned in the diocesan seminary for ten days by a band of anarchists, he was loaded onto a bus and driven a few miles outside the city. He raised his hands above his captors, as they prepared their rifles to shoot him,  and said: «Yo os perdono y desde el cielo rogaré por vosotros». “I forgive you and from heaven I will pray for you.” He was shot along with his secretary. They mutilated his corpse and buried it, covered with a red flag.
In today’s Gospel (Luke 23:35-43) we behold Christ the King, yet His Kingdom is not of this world. It is far from a political, earthly Kingdom – something which the secularists can never understand. The Romans crucified Jesus between two criminals in an attempt to smear Him with guilt by association. 
Queen Elizabeth I’s sheriffs, for example, frequently used this same technique, when they hanged Catholics simply for celebrating Mass or harbouring priests. Accused of treason, the victims were executed along with criminals, like malefactors.  
St Luke places the truth laconically upon the lips of Jesus’ attackers and mockers:

 “He saved others, let Him save Himself, if He is the Messiah, the Chosen One of God!” The taunt is true. “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!” The unrepentant thief on the cross blasphemes Jesus: “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us as well!”
“The prophets have told two comings of Christ: the one which has already taken place was that of a dishonoured and suffering man; the other coming will take place, as is predicted, when He shall gloriously come from heaven with His angelic army, when He shall also raise to life the bodies of all the men that ever were, shall cloak the worthy with immortality, and shall relegate the wicked, subject to sensible pain for all eternity, into the eternal fire with the evil demons.” (St Justin Martyr, First Apology 52,  c.160 AD)


Of course Jesus could have saved himself, but St Athanasius points out: 
Now our Lord, being truly the Saviour, wished to be acknowledged the Saviour, not by saving Himself, but by saving His creatures. For a physician is not known to be a physician simply by healing himself, unless he also gives proof of his skill towards the sick. So the Lord, being the Saviour, had no need of salvation, and wished to be acknowledged the Saviour not by descending from the cross, but by dying. For truly a much greater salvation does the death of the Saviour bring to men, than a descent from the cross.”

Amidst all this shame and suffering, we come across the only deathbed repentance in the whole of Scripture, that of the Good Thief, St Dismas: “Jesus, remember me when you come into your Kingdom.” Here is a man who fears God, who accepts that the punishment he is suffering is just recompense for his criminal deeds: “for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds.” No doubt he tried to hide his crimes from Pilate, who would inflict only punishment. Before Jesus however, he can admit his guilt, and beg for salvation.

Paradoxically, therefore, Christ’s Kingship is recognized by a bandit (Greek lestes), a condemned man, while the scribes, Pharisees, and High Priests mock Him. 


St John Chrysostom writes of Dismas: 

“You behold the Crucified, and you acknowledge Him to be your Lord. You see the form of a condemned criminal, and you proclaim the dignity of a King. Stained with a thousand crimes, you ask the Fountain of Righteousness to remember your wickedness, saying, ‘But I discover your hidden kingdom; and you turn away my public iniquities, and accept the faith of a secret intention.’”

Hence Jesus’ last earthly deed for a fellow human being is fittingly a work of great mercy: “Today you will be with me in Paradise.” The dying thief is the first member of the human race to receive what St Paul is writing about today: by Jesus’ death on the cross the eternal Father “has delivered us from the power of darkness and transferred us to the Kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of our sins.”


St John Chrysostom comments beautifully upon this episode: 

“Here then might one see the Saviour between the thieves weighing in the scales of justice faith, and unbelief. The devil cast Adam out of Paradise. Christ brought the thief into Paradise before the whole world, before the Apostles. By a mere word and by faith alone he entered into Paradise, that no one after his sins might despair of entrance. Mark the rapid change, from the cross to heaven, from condemnation to Paradise, that you may know that the Lord did it all, not with regard to the thief's good intention, but His own mercy.”

We have always the choice of repentance, right up to the moment of death. Nevertheless, deathbed repentance is rare. The fate of the unrepentant thief is a warning. On the whole, people die as they have chosen to live, with God or without God. 

The titulus inscription above Jesus’ body on the cross, reproduced as INRI on crucifixes, denotes Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews. It was the custom to place such a titulus above the head of a condemned man, stating the crime of which he had been convicted. Part of Our Lord’s titulus can be seen in Rome, along with fragments of the True Cross, in the Basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme.

The titulus was inscribed in Hebrew, Greek and Latin, symbolizing Christ as the universal Saviour. Latin stands for the Romans, then the superpower among the nations; the Greeks were esteemed the wisest by dint of their philosophical. Hebrew signifies the Jewish race, who most religiously worshipped the true God. All must be made subject to the dominion of Christ the King. 

In C.S.Lewis’ words, there are only two kinds of people in this world: those who say to God: “Thy will be done,” and those to whom God will finally say: “Thy will be done.” Every person has this fundamental option: to say to God “Thy Kingdom come” or to insist “My Kingdom come.”

God is terrifyingly fair. He gives each of us what we want. All who seek will find. If we want only ourselves and our own Kingdom, we shall have it – and that is the definition of Hell.


“O God, when Thou shalt come on earth with glory, when all shall quake, when a fiery river shall draw all before Thy judgment seat, when the books shall be opened and all secrets revealed; then do Thou save me from the unquenchable fire, and grant that I may stand at Thy right hand, O righteous Judge.”  (St Romanos the Melodist - Byzantine Kontakion)
Let us live and work and pray in such a way that one day Christ the King will invite us: “Come ye blessed of my Father: take for your heritage the Kingdom prepared for you since before the foundation of the world.”
