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THE SEVEN LAST WORDS 

BRIAN MOORE S.J. 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

In his commentary on St John's Gospel (CXIX. 2) Saint Augustine remarks, 

That Cross to which were nailed the limbs of a dying man was also a Teacher's 
magisterial chair. 

Through what he did and what he endured on the Cross (which he ascended more 
willingly than a king his throne, more triumphantly than a warrior-king his chariot) 
through his silences and through his words, Christ crucified teaches his faithful 
followers of every age, until he comes again in glory. 

Of his silence, Father Faber justly writes that, ‘. . . all three hours his silence cried 
for mercy on the souls of men.’ 

But it is, rather, the seven 'words' he uttered which have from time immemorial 
invited men to meditation. 

'There stood by the Cross of Jesus Mary his Mother,' says St John — that Mother of 
whom St Luke records (in writing of the infancy of Christ) that 'she treasured all these 
words and pondered them in her heart'. How much the more would she have 
treasured and thought upon these his own and dying words. 

It is in company with her, and with an understanding enlightened by faith and a 
heart inflamed with love, that these words of Jesus, uttered in extremity, should be 
heard and meditated upon. 

The purpose of this pamphlet is to provide matter for meditation; it does not provide 
such a discussion of these words of Jesus as might be found in a manual of biblical 
studies. For this reason, the reflections on the Seven Words are prefaced by a 
Preparatory Prayer and each of them concludes with a prayer to Christ Our Lord. 

Only one of the seven last words of Jesus is found in more than one Gospel. This is 
the fourth — the cry of desolation, 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' 
which is recorded by both Matthew and Mark. Of the other six words, three are 
peculiar to Luke and three to John. Clearly, the choice of 'words' made by each 
Evangelist (as do which details he chooses to highlight) reflects the particular 
purpose he has in reconstructing the scene on Calvary. 

There is no sure way, therefore, of placing the seven words in strict chronological 
sequence. The order in which they are usually given comes from the order of their 
occurrence in the 'harmonies' of the Gospels — that is, from those attempts to 
conflate the four Gospels into one single narrative with everything in them being set 
forth in chronological order. 
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PROLOGUE 

A Preparatory Prayer 

Jesus my Lord, by the grace you merited for me 
in this your most bitter Passion and death, 
you have made me your disciple. 
Do you, then, 'each morning wake me to hear, 
to listen like a disciple 
whose ear the Lord has opened,' (Isaiah 50: 4) 
as, kneeling in spirit at the foot of your Cross, 
I hear you pronounce the last words you uttered 
before the close of your mortal life. 
And may your grace remain with me, be active within me, 
lest I be among those of whom you spoke — those 
'who listen and listen again but do not understand, 
Who see and see again but have no perception; 
for their hearts have grown hard, their ears are deaf, 
and they have shut their eyes' (Matthew 13: 14). 
Rather, enlighten my understanding and inflame my heart 
that I may love to meditate upon all your words, 
receiving them in faith; and having understood them 
may I henceforth desire to lead my life 
 by no other rule than  

 

 

ONE 

When they reached the place called Calvary, they crucified him there and the 
thieves, also — one on his right and the other on his left. Now, Jesus was saying, 

Father, forgive them, 
for they do not know what they are doing.  

Luke 23: 33-34 

With this, his first word, Jesus ensures that what transpires on Calvary will be a 
triumph, not a tragedy — for nothing can conquer, or even really challenge, a mercy 
and forgiveness which is greater than the folly, the ignorance, the malice of the 
whole race of human sinners. For the 'them' for whom he prays embraces all for 
whose sake he has come to Calvary to shed his blood — that is, all men so that sins 
may be forgiven. (Matt. 26: 27-28). 

'In memory of me,' he says, 'do this' (Luke 22: 19) — forgive as you have been 
forgiven, 'love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you' (Matt. 5: 44); 
'for if you forgive others, your heavenly Father will forgive you'. (Matt. 6: 15). 
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Just as these words, though spoken in the first instance to his disciples and other 
hearers, are nevertheless addressed to his followers for all time, so his prayer, 
'Father, forgive', is made in the first instance for those immediately concerned in his 
death — his betrayer, his judges, his executioners, the hostile crowd — but includes 
all sinners of all time, includes me myself, whose sins have brought him to this. 

And the true follower of Christ hears and heeds — as Stephen did who, as they 
were stoning him, said, 'Lord Jesus, receive my spirit', and then, kneeling down, cried 
out, 'Lord do not hold this sin against them'. (Acts 7: 59-60). 

So in death, therefore, as throughout his life, Jesus' word is, 'Neither will I 
condemn thee; sin no more'. (Cf John 8: 1-11). But more than pray for the 
forgiveness of sinners, Jesus excuses them: 'Father, they know not what they do'. 

Again, the true; follower of Jesus understands. Thus Peter gently reassures "as 
hearers: 'I know, brothers, that neither you nor your leaders had any idea what you 
were really doing' (Acts 3: 17) and Paul assures the pagans, also — whose sins, too, 
had to be atoned for and who were, therefore, implicated in Calvary — 'God 
overlooked that sort of thing when men were ignorant' (Acts 17: 30). 

But in what sense can we, and Jesus on our behalf, plead ignorance? In the 
profoundest sense of the words, we who sin 'know not what we do' — for we do not 
know as we should the majesty, the greatness and, above all, the goodness of him 
whom our sins offend. 

And so, 'Father, forgive them; they know not what they do'. How subtle is the divine 
mercy, for it is the assurance of forgiveness which moves the sinner to seek pardon 
for his sins, and makes easy the confession. 

Our Lord, as is written above, looks to find in his followers a spirit of forgiveness. He 
would look, too, to find in them a willingness to excuse and, further, such a spirit as 
would assure the offender that he is forgiven even before he asks pardon. 

Prayer  

Most gracious Lord Jesus, 
with tender compassion you pleaded for your enemies: 
I pray you, with like love 
entreat the Father to grant full pardon to me 
for all my sins. 
Give me confidence in your clemency 
as with full faith I remember 
that you came into the world to save sinners, 
willingly to suffer, to be crucified, to die for the ungodly. 
Give me the grace boldly to take refuge in 
the safety of the shadow of your wings. 
Spread out over me, I pray you, 
the branches of your arms; so that, 
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taking refuge beneath your Cross, 
my soul, in being summoned from this world, 
may neither fear nor despair. 
And do you, Lord Jesus, tender and compassionate, 
receive me, a sinner, when I call to you — 
for I trust in nothing of my own 
but solely to your mercy, exceedingly great. 

Adapted from a Kempis, Meditations on the Life of Christ. 

 

 

TWO 

Now, one of the thieves who had been crucified blasphemed him, saying, If you 
are the Christ save yourself and us. The other, however, in reply rebuked him, 
saying, Do you not fear God, seeing that you have received the same sentence? 
And we, indeed, justly, for we have received what our actions deserved; but this 
man has done no evil. And he said to Jesus, Lord, remember me when you come 
into your kingdom. And Jesus said to him,  

Amen I say to you,  
This day you will be with me in paradise.  

Luke 23: 39-43. 

The lesser worth of all material things (as Jesus, in Matt. 6: 19 had already pointed 
out: 'Treasure on earth? Rust and moth consume; thieves break in and steal!') is again 
illustrated here. The imperishable and eternal things are not there for the taking — 
even by a thief— but for the asking; and here is much the mystery — even when the 
asking is made by a thief who but shortly before had also been a blasphemer of the 
Man to whom he addresses his request. For, 'Even the robbers who were crucified 
with him taunted him' (Mat. 27: 44). 

Up to some point of time, then, the words of the Psalm fitted even the good thief:  

When I was embittered, when I was galled in heart, I was stupid and ignorant, 
I was like a beast in your sight. (Ps 73: 21-22).  

But in the course of the passion he is sharing with Jesus he comes to see the 
enormous possibility that the following lines of that same Psalm might also apply 
to him: 

Nevertheless I am continually with you, You hold my right hand; You guide me 
with your counsel, and afterwards will receive me into glory. For me, it is good 
to be near to God; I have taken shelter in the Lord. (Ps 73: 24, 28).  

And so, 'Lord, remember me when you come into your Kingdom'. Of what emotions 
compounded was the look, I wonder, which momentarily replaced the pain in Jesus' 
eyes? — for Jesus' eyes were most expressive: as when 'he looked steadily at Simon 
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and said, "You are to be called Cephas" ' (Jn 1:42); as when 'he gazed at his disciples 
and said, "Everything is possible to God" ' (Matt. 19: 26); as when 'he looked steadily at 
the young man and loved him' (Mk 10: 21); as when 'he looked angrily round at the 
Pharisees' who rebuked his healing on the Sabbath (Mk 3: 1-6); as when 'he looked 
straight at Peter, who went out and wept bitterly' (Luke 22: 61).  

With what a look did Jesus turn his gaze upon the suppliant, and reply, This day 
you will be with me in Paradise'? 

But how very much does Christ's gift exceed the request. A remembrance in the 
Kingdom is asked for; possession of the Kingdom is granted. The tentative 'when' is 
asserted to be 'this very day'. The conjectured Kingdom of this King of the Jews is 
declared to be Paradise itself. 

But above all — it is not simply as a citizen that this thief, now a Confessor of Christ, 
a man of compassion and giant faith, will be admitted to the Kingdom, but as a 
companion of Christ: 'You will be with me'. 

Simply from this incident alone Paul could have drawn those two great statements 
of vast assurance which he makes: Here is a true saying: 

If we die together with him we shall live together with him; if we endure with 
him we shall reign with him. 

2 Tim. 2: 11-12  

And again, 

His Spirit witnesses to our spirit that we are sons of God; but if sons, then 
heirs also of God — indeed, co-heirs with Christ, provided that we suffer with 
him in order to be glorified with him. 

Romans 8: 17 

Prayer  

Most kind Jesus, my merciful Friend and my Refuge 
deal kindly with me for whom you endured the Cross. 
Remember that holy word you spoke to the thief, 
for it gives me unshakeable hope. 
Saviour of my life, when the hour of my death 
draws nigh, say to my soul, 
‘Today you will be with me in paradise’ — 
for nothing could a dying man more joyfully hear. 
When my strength fails and my voice is silent, 
when my eyes grow dim and my hearing dull, 
then send your holy Angels to strengthen me 
and let my soul be glad in thinking on your promise, 
‘Today you will be with me in Paradise’. 
May this promise, all the sweeter to me 
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because uttered by you on the Cross, 
be often in my mouth, oftener in my heart. 
And may I so live as to deserve at death 
to be found in Christ, 
and to hear from heaven that most sweet word, 
‘Today you will be with me in Paradise’. 
For then nothing will have proved more precious 
than to have lived a good life, 
and to have served you, my Jesus, 
faithfully even unto death. 

Adapted from a Kempis, Meditations on the Life of Christ. 

THREE 

Now, standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother and his mother's sister, Mary 
of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalen. When Jesus, therefore, saw his mother and the 
disciple whom he loved standing by, he said to his mother, 

Woman, behold your son, Then he said to the disciple, 
Behold your mother. And from that hour he took her into his own keeping. 

John 19: 25-27. 

On the surface, we have here but a touching demonstration of filial piety: a dying, 
only son of a widowed mother ensures his mother's comfort by entrusting her to the 
care of 'the disciple whom he loved' rather than to the less than sympathetic (for they 
did not believe in him) care of his blood relations. But the meaning is much more: and 
it is his Mother, not the disciple, whom he first addresses, to whom he first gives 
commission: 'Woman, behold your son'. 

The first Adam called the companion whom God had given him 'woman'; and after, 
with her as his associate, he had, because of the tree, brought ruin on the whole 
human race, he named her 'Eve', because 'she was to be the mother of all who live'. 
(Genesis 3: 1-24) 

The second Adam, in effecting the restoration of the human race by means of the 
tree of the Cross, calls his associate in this work of man's redemption 'woman' — 
signifying that Mary is the second Eve, the Mother of all who find new life in Christ. 

To find new life in Christ means to live, in the spirit, with the life of Christ himself, so 
as to be rightly called 'another Christ'. For Mary has but one son — Jesus himself. 
When, therefore, Jesus tells his Mother that henceforth John is her son, he is 
proclaiming that there is a real identification between himself and those his followers 
who, believing in him, share his life. And for these his followers, his other-selves, the 
corollary is true: Mary is mother of all and each of them; and Mother, too, of the 
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Church which is nothing but The Whole Christ — Christ the Head in union with all 
his members.. . _.  

Such great mysteries — to feed the understanding and rejoice the heart — in so 
few words. And as at that first Annunciation, when she was told that she would 
conceive and bear a son, Mary understood and consented, so now at this second 
Annunciation — that she would be the spiritual Mother of many — Mary (Handmaid 
still though Mother of the Lord) understands and consents. But this time she must 
bring forth her children in the travail and sorrow of Calvary. 

This willingness of Mary to be a loving mother to us is, perhaps, rather overlooked 
by St Bernard in his tender meditation on this word: 

Was not that word sharper than a sword, truly piercing your soul — 'Woman, 
behold your son'. O heavy exchange! John is given you in place of Jesus, the 
servant in place of the Lord, the disciple in place on the Master, the son of 
Zebedee in place of the Son of God, a mere man in place of true God. How 
could hearing that word not pierce your most loving heart since, simply to 
remember it, rends our stony hearts, our hearts of iron. 

But Bernard does have a point: as sons of Mary our striving must be to become 
Christlike. 

 

Prayer 

Praise and glory to you, Lord Jesus Christ, 
and thanksgiving without ending 
that you who shared in our humanity 
have given us a share in your own divine life 
and have revealed this mystery to us 
in so tenderly a human fashion 
in giving us your Mother as our own. 
And do you Mary, Mother of sorrows, 
accept the love and thanks we bring you 
who became our Mother in the bitter childbirth 
of the Passion. Win for us the grace 
to glory in nothing save in the Cross of our Lord (Gal. 5: 14), 
to know nothing save Jesus Christ and him crucified (1 Cor. 2: 2), 
to live by faith in the Son of God who loved us 
and who delivered himself up for us (Gal 2: 20), 
to boast of nothing except of the Lord (1 Cor. 1: 31) — 
as you did who said, 'My soul magnifies the Lord', 
and who stood by the Cross of Jesus. 
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FOUR 

Now, from the sixth hour until the ninth hour there was darkness over the whole 
earth. And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 

Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? 

that is, 

My God, my God,  
why have you forsaken me? 

Matthew 27: 45-46 Mark 15: 34 

Although this word of Jesus is the first verse of Psalm 22 there is no way of knowing 
whether or not Jesus recited the whole Psalm — or, indeed, was consciously quoting 
its first line. Nevertheless, the bystanders cannot have failed to see how perfectly 
its prophetic element was being fulfilled before their very eyes: 

All who see me jeer at me; 
they toss their heads and jibe, 
'He relied on God, let God deliver him. 
If God is his friend, let him rescue him'. 

Vs 7-8  Cf Matthew 27: 39-44 
They tear holes in my hands and my feet; 
they number all my bones. 
They divide my garments among them, 
cast lots for my clothing.  

Vs 16-18 Cf John 19: 23-24 

 

Had they recalled the Psalm right through to its triumphant conclusion, they 
would have been confronted with the essence of the mystery being enacted before 
them — Jesus' 'doing away with sin by sacrificing himself, offering himself once and 
for all to take the faults of many on himself ' (Hebrews 9: 26-28). 

These words of that letter give an insight into what Christ Our Lord was 
experiencing — being steeped in such an abyss of desolation of 

spirit that he cries out that God has abandoned him. For the words quite evidently 
embody a great mystery. 

Just as Christ assumed 'the likeness of sinful flesh' (Romans 8: 3) — that is fallen 
human nature but without sin — so here he experiences, without being a sinner, 
the sinner's separation from God. The sinner who separates himself from God does 
not (apart, perhaps, from some feeling of unease or guilt) experience the 
horrendous reality of his situation; but Jesus, having taken the sins of all mankind 
upon himself, does, in a manner most mysterious, experience the full consequences 
of that separation without the reality of it — since it is impossible that he should be 
a sinner. 
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In this word, then, Jesus Our Lord plumbs the profoundest depths of that 
'emptying' of himself implied in the very fact of his becoming man. Of this 'emptying' 
of himself, the Letter to the Philippians speaks in 2: 6-11. 

His state was divine, 
but he did not count equality with God 
a thing to be clung to. 
He emptied himself 
to assume the condition of a slave; 
and being as all men are 
he humbled himself 
and became obedient unto death, 
even death on the cross. 

How wisely the author of the Letter introduces this great paean with the words, 
'Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus'. For to enter into the Heart of 
Jesus as he utters this word and to penetrate its mystery, it is indeed necessary to 
meditate upon the reality of sin and its dreadful consequences. 

 

Prayer  

How long will you forget me, Lord; 
how much longer will you hide your face from me? 
It is your face, Lord, that I seek 
and the light of your countenance: hide not your face. 

For there is grief in my soul and sorrow in my heart 
and my one companion is darkness. 
I am sinking, and there is no foothold; 
I have stepped into deep water 
and the waves are washing over me: 
come to my aid and save me, 
for apart from you there is no one to console me. 
But you, Lord, are all tenderness and compassion, 
slow to anger and full of love, treating those who fear you 
as tenderly as a father treats his children. 
Turn, then, and take pity on me, 
alone and wretched as I am. 
Relieve the distress of my heart, free me 
from my sufferings, forgive all my sins: 
and I will bless you day after day, 
will sing and play in praise of your great kindness.  

From various Psalms. 
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FIVE 

After this, Jesus, knowing that everything was now accomplished, in order that the 
Scripture might be fulfilled, said, 

I thirst. 
Now, a vessel full of vinegar was standing there. They, then, put a sponge 
full of vinegar on a hyssop stalk and put it to his lips. 

John 19: 28-29 

'If I were thirsty I would not tell you, since the world and all it holds are mine,' says 
God in the Old Testament, in Psalm 50: 12 — thereby, in homely fashion, declaring his 
supreme transcendence. But in Jesus, the Word-made-Flesh, the divine Son become 
man, God has stooped :o enter, in fully human fashion, into the human condition. 
And as this God-Man, wearied with his journeying, was not ashamed to say 'Give me a 
drink' to the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4: 5-7) so now, desperately thirsty 
from the loss of so much blood, he does not disdain to say to his pagan 
executioners, 'I am thirsty'. 

And yet he does not speak simply out of human weakness. Victim though he is, the 
initiative is his; for, by this word, he compels the bystanders, unwittingly but 
unmistakably, to fulfil what was written in prophecy concerning him — 'In my thirst 
they gave me vinegar to drink'. (Ps 69: 21) 

The sponge steeped in vinegar may stand for the bitterness of the whole Passion — 
that 'cup' which first he prayed might pass him by (Luke 22: 41-42) but which he 
accepted (it being his Father's will for him) with the words, 'Shall I not drink the cup 
which the Father has given me?' (John 18: 11) And he drained the cup — for my sake, 
who stood in such need of the healing medicine of his Passion; and to me he can 
justly say, inviting me to the imitation of him, 'Behold, it was for you that I had such 
bitterness'. 

But in order to be able to respond with 'We can' to his asking us 'Can you drink of 
the cup which I shall drink?' (Matt 20: 20-23) we must take it with something of his 
own thirst. For his word, 'I thirst', more than simply to a physical need, refers to the 
two-fold and burning desire of his Heart — for his Father's glory (whom he 
glorifies by his utter submission to his will) and for the salvation of man. 

Jesus is God made man, and so his word, 'I thirst', is an expression of the divine will 
which, from all eternity, 'wills that all men be saved' (1 Tim. 2: 4) — for which 
purpose he himself came to Calvary. 

It is by cultivating such a two-fold thirst within ourselves — a thirst that God be 
glorified and all men saved — that we shall come willingly to drink from the cup 
of the Passion of Our Lord. 
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Prayer 

My dear Lord, Jesus Christ, 
you said, 'I thirst', but said also, 
'If anyone is thirsty let him come to me and drink; 
for whoever drinks the water that I shall give 
shall never be thirsty again'— 
for the water that you give is, Lord, 
yourself, your life, your Spirit. 
With such a water quench my thirst, Lord Jesus, 
for 'my soul is thirsting for the living God', 
desiring only 'to see him face to face'; 
and as the deer yearns for the waterbrook 
and the dry, weary land without water 
longs for the early and the later rains, 
so my soul is a-thirst for your love and your life. 
Grant me, Lord Jesus, 'joyfully to draw water from the springs of my 
Saviour', to drink deeply of the flood of grace and salvation which flows 
from your wounded Side; for with you, and you alone, is the fountain of 
life. 

SIX 

Jesus, when he had taken the vinegar, said,  

It is consummated.  
And, bowing his head, he gave up the spirit. 

John 19: 30 

In John's eyes, there is nothing passive about Jesus in his passion. The initiative is 
always his; and here he calmly announces to all who have brought him to this that 
they have but fulfilled what was preordained (Acts 2: 23) and he himself chooses the 
moment in which he yields up his spirit. 

'It is consummated' does not mean 'The end has come'; it means The field is won, 
the goal achieved, the purpose for which I came is attained'. The word is a shout of 
victory and of triumph, not a cry of exhaustion, let alone of dereliction. It is a 
summary of the priestly prayer of Christ recorded in John 17: 'Father, the hour has 
come; glorify your Son so that your Son may glorify you. I have glorified you on 
earth and have finished the work you gave me to do — for I have made known your 
name to those whom you gave me and for whom I dedicate myself in sacrifice'. 

From the beginning of his earthly ministry, Jesus looked forward with great desire 
(Luke 12: 50) to his 'hour'. To his Mother at Cana he said, 'My hour is not yet' (Jn 2: 4); 
to the woman at the well (Jn 4: 21) and to the Jews at the Pool of Bethzatha (Jn 5: 25) 
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he said, 'The hour is coming'; twice (in 7: 30 and in 8: 20) John explains that Jesus 
goes free 'because his hour had not yet come'. But after his triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem, Jesus declares, 'Now has the hour come for the Son of Man to be glorified' 
(Jn 12: 23) — and immediately adds the parable of the grain that must die in order 
to yield a harvest. 

Almost immediately he recoils (as he will in his Agony in the Garden, for his 
glorification depends on his being 'lifted up' in crucifixion — Jn 3: 14): 'Now my soul 
is troubled. What shall I say: Father, save me from this hour? But it was for this that I 
have come to this hour!' (Jn 12: 27) A few days later he celebrates his Last Supper, 
'knowing that the hour had come for him to pass over out of this world to the 
Father' (Jn 13: 1); and, the supper over, he utters the priestly prayer quoted above. 

Having proclaimed his victory, Jesus, with calm deliberation, bows his head and 
yields up his spirit — not simply 'dies', but 'yields up his spirit'. In the very beginning of 
his Gospel, John announces Christ's power to enable men to become children of God 
(1: 12-13) by means of a baptism with the Holy Spirit (as the Baptist says in Jn 1: 29-
34) — for it is the Spirit who enables us to call God our Father (Rom. 8: 15; Gal. 4: 6-
7). But this our sonship through the gift of the Spirit is made possible only by the 
self-sacrificial death of the only Son of God. 

Hence John writes: 

On the last and greatest day of the festival, Jesus stood there and cried 
out: 

'If any man is thirsty, let him come to me! Let the man who believes in 
me came and drink!' As scripture says: 'From his breast shall flow 
fountains of living water'. 

He was speaking of the Spirit which those who believed in him were to 
receive; for the Spirit had not yet been given because Jesus had not been 
glorified'. (Jn 7: 37-39) 

But in his crying out, 'It is accomplished', Jesus' glorification is achieved — and 
so he yields up the spirit. 

Prayer 

Pour out on me, I pray you, good Lord Jesus, 
the Spirit of my adoption as a son, so that, day by day,  
I may grow in the likeness of you 
and thereby prove myself a son of your Father — 
for such (with thanksgiving without end may I say it) 
you have caused me to become. 
Grant, too, my Lord Jesus, that all my days 
I may seek only God's glory and the complete 
and constant fulfilment of his will in me, 
so that my dying breath may truly be 
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an echo of your own word, 'It is consummated' — 
for I would not die unable to say with you, 
'I have finished the work that you gave me to do'. (Jn 17: 4} 
Give me the grace faithfully to serve out 
the length of days appointed me by my Father, 
seeking only his glory and the doing of his will 
until at length in peace I yield up my spirit. 
theirs. 

 

 

SEVEN 

 

Now, it was about the sixth hour and darkness fell over all the earth until the ninth 
hour. And the sun was darkened and the veil of the temple was rent down the 
middle. And Jesus, crying out in a loud voice, said, 

Father, into your hands I commend my spirit. 
And, so speaking, he died. 

Luke 23: 44-46 

This last word of Jesus is verse 5 of Psalm 31; but Jesus prefaces the quotation with 
the word, 'Father' — and on his lips the words are redolent, not of the cries of 
distress which fill that psalm, but of the serenity of the psalmist when he says, 

In peace I lie down and fall asleep at once, 
for you alone, Lord, make me rest secure. 

Ps. 4: 8 

As Son, he speaks to his Father; as Servant, he yields all to God — and so enters 
into his rest. 

At first sight the last word of Jesus recorded by John (the triumphant, 'It is 
consummated') and that recorded by Luke (the totally serene, 'Into your hands I 
commend my spirit') seem very different — different in spirit, different in content. 
And yet they are very alike, for each of them is a re-statement of Jesus' words, 'I have 
finished the work that you gave me to do' (Jn 17: 4); and it is only because his work is 
quite finished that Jesus will now pronounce his own nunc dimittis — 'Now, Lord, you 
let your Servant go in peace' (Lk 2: 29). 

 Jesus' surrender of himself into his Father's hands is the surrender, also of all that he 
has accomplished; and with this word, Jesus, in fact,  

'hands over the kingdom to God the Father, having done away with every 
sovereignty, authority and power. For he must be king until he has put all his 
enemies under his feet, and the last of the enemies to be destroyed is death. 
But when everything is subjected to him, then the Son himself will be subject, in 
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his turn, to the One who subjected all things to him, so that God may be all in 
all.' 

1 Cor. 15: 24-28 

It is only the manifestation of the reality of Christ's triumph which is reserved for 
the Resurrection and the Second Coming. For already, in his dying, Jesus triumphs 
over death since he is more willing that death should come to him than death is to 
approach him; and Jesus accepts death in order to be received into his Father's 
hands as willingly as he accepted the Incarnation and was carried in his Mother's 
arms. His bowing his head is, as it were, his graciously granting death permission to 
approach him. 

Commentators tell us that the verse, 'Into your hands I commend my spirit' was 
taught to children by their mothers with the instruction that it should be the last 
prayer they said before falling asleep. Jesus, then, at the point of death, with the 
simplicity and complete trust in his Father that a child has, makes his final prayer — 
and Mary, at whose knee he had first learned it, is there to hear him do so.  

Prayer 

My good and gentle Lord Jesus Christ, 
may that loud cry (Matt. 27; 50; Mk 15: 37) which you uttered 
before you bowed your head in death 
sound always in my ears and summon me insistently, 
constantly to hear all your words and to live by them. 
Only that loud voice is strong enough to reach me 
above the babel of the voices and opinions of men, 
the market-place cries of the world, 
and the vanities with which I so willingly fill my ears 
precisely in order not to hear your gentle invitations. 
Give me the grace 'to hear what the Lord God speaks within me' 
(Ps. 85: 9), 
and wholeheartedly to respond with, 'Speak, Lord! 
For your servant is listening' (1 Sam. 4: 10). 
Especially, grant me to hear and heed these, 
the words you spoke, teaching us, even from the cross, 
for through them I shall learn — 
to forgive those who wrong me, 
to long to be with you in your kingdom, 
to give Mary welcome into my life, 
to bear with patience all bitter things, 
to thirst for God's glory and man's salvation, 
to persevere in the work which God gives me to do, 
and, as in the whole of life so also and much more in death. 
willingly surrender myself and all that I am and have 
into the hand of my heavenly Father and yours. 
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EPILOGUE 

 

He is raised on a cross, nailed to the tree, 
but from the tree of life He restores us; 
indeed, his salvation reaches to the thief 
crucified with him. 
He lays down his life, 
but He has the power to take it up again.  
He dies, but He gives life; 
and by his own death He destroys death. 
He is buried, but He rises again; 
and is himself the Resurrection and the Life of all. 

St Gregory of Nazianzen (adapted) 

 

 

 

 

 


