
Solemnity of Christ the King 

The Gospel of John 18: 33-37 

 Movies can often present strong religious images within the story and plot. That is true for several 

movies depicting the lives of boxers or fighters. A few examples are On the Waterfront in 1954, Million Dollar 

Baby in 2004, and The Cinderella Man in 2005. Movies on professional boxers might not seem likely places to 

discover religious imagery, but here is another example. In the early 1960’s, a movie called Requiem for a 

Heavyweight starred Anthony Quinn as Mountain Rivera, a seasoned champion fighter now too old and 

battered for any more fights.  

He is medically prohibited from fighting again. His manager, Jackie Gleason is heavily in debt to the 

mob after betting against Rivera in his final fight. He is a classic manipulator and exploiter of others. 

Meanwhile his trainer, Mickey Rooney, has Rivera’s best interests at heart.  

 A social worker, played by Julie Harris, has a creative idea for Rivera to become an athletics counselor 

for boys at a summer camp, assisting them to grow up and become good citizens and good people. She 

arranges an interview for him before the camp’s board of directors. Learning of the interview, Gleason 

intercedes and takes Rivera to a bar, enticing him to drink heavily. He appears before the board intoxicated, 

slurring his words and stumbling over furniture, forever ruining his prospects for a job. 

 We learn that Gleason has promised Rivera as a professional wrestler to the mob as a payoff for his 

debts. The final scene of the movie begins in the locker room below where the wrestling match will take place. 

The veneer of care and friendship is stripped away and Gleason is revealed before all as the great betrayer.  

Now surrounded by loan shark enforcers, Rivera is told that if he does not sign the contract, Gleason 

will die. Rivera dresses himself in the corny and tacky version of a Native American warrior and proceeds up 

the stairs to the arena. He walks through the crowds, suffering humiliation as hooting fans taunt and ridicule 

him every step of the way. As he enters the wrestling ring, he imitates a Native American war dance as the 

movie concludes and the end credits begin.  

It is Good Friday imagery from beginning to end. With his own choice, Rivera allows himself to be 

humiliated and defeated so his betrayer can live. This is symbolic of what the Lord Jesus did for each and every 

one of us, out of love. In the gospel, Jesus stands before Pontius Pilate as a defeated and powerless man 

abandoned by his disciples, humiliated by the crowds and condemned by his religious leaders. “Are you a 

king?”, Pilate asks with more than a bit of sarcasm. 

Pope Pius XI instituted this Solemnity of Christ the King in 1925, in large part responding to the 

totalitarian forces of communism, nationalism, and fascism that were rising and oppressing huge parts of the 

world at that time. Perhaps the Holy Father could see the world sliding into the immense bloodbath of World 

War II that began fourteen years later.  

Just as Jesus stood before the vast military and economic imperial power of the Roman Empire in the 

person of Pontius Pilate, this feast was intended to help Catholics, especially in Europe, to stand before the 

growing political, military, and economic threats of authoritarian regimes.  It was a call to stand for the truth, 

even when they might seem powerless and subject to humiliation.  

Earlier in St. John’s Gospel, Jesus tells his disciples, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes 

to the Father, except through me.” Truth is not a philosophical system, nor is it a compendium of teachings. 

Truth is not a system of laws and regulations nor is it a moral system of virtues. Rather, truth is a person: the 

person of The Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, Risen in glory. His life reveals all truth. To encounter the Risen Lord 



and to be in relationship of friendship and loving companion with the Risen Lord is to be possessed by the 

truth. 

Jesus tells Pilate that all belonging to him listen to his words, because they know his words are truth. 

Three times in St. John’s Gospel, Jesus refers to being lifted up, and the final time he speaks of it says, “And 

when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw everyone to myself.” (12:32) His lifting up will be the ultimate 

sign and source of truth for all ages, drawing all attracted to and hungering for truth. 

In the movie, Mountain Rivera offering his life in humiliation not only rescues Jackie Gleason’s 

character from physical suffering and death. Rivera’s offering from love also offers him one more, perhaps one 

final chance for redemption, if his offering brings forth a similar gift of love from Gleason’s heart. From the 

depths of the paschal mystery, the Risen Lord continually offers us the same invitation. If we let divine love 

attract us, shattering the lies and stony parts of our hearts, we will offer love in return, discovering the beauty 

of salvation.  

Truth reminds us that “love” is the greatest power on earth. The 20th century idolatries of; the master 

race, the proletariat paradise; or the “nation fatherland” are lies resulting in horrific consequences. Today we 

face many lies robbing all creation of dignity. Many dehumanizing forces in the name of racism, individualism, 

nationalism, and fanaticism tear at efforts forming true community. 

The Eucharistic Prayer, “Making all things subject to his rule, he might present…an eternal and 

universal kingdom: a kingdom of truth and life; a kingdom of holiness and peace; a kingdom of justice, love 

and peace.” This is kingdom we were baptized to serve, proclaim, and find a home in. These are the truths 

attracting all people at all times, at all parts of the world. 

When we stand for the truth, at times we will look powerless and defeated. But the truth will 

ultimately prevail. “Love never fails.” (1 Corinthians 13: 8) 


