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The Social Kingship of Christ: Theological Foundations

On the occasion of this formation session of the National School of the Social Doctrine

of the Church¸ I thank Riccardo Cascioli for the kind invitation to address the topic, "The

Social Kingship of Christ: Theological Foundations." In the magisterium of Pius XI, these

theological foundations are expressed with remarkable clarity and synthesis in the

Encyclical Quas Primas, whose centenary we are celebrating.

It seems important to me, in order to understand the social kingship of Christ and its

theological foundations, to assume a certain height of vision that leads us to briefly

consider the Kingship of Christ in all its components according to the teaching Pius XI

and his remarkable encyclical. 

“To restore all things in Christ” – “Instaurare omnia in Christo” – , words taken

from the Letter of Saint Paul to the Ephesians, were the motto of Pope Saint Pius X upon

whom Christ conferred the office of Saint Peter at a time of tremendous turmoil in the

world and in the Church (4 August 1903 – 20 August 1914).[1] They refer to the order

and peace, the eternal salvation, for which God the Father sent His only-begotten Son to

take our human nature and to suffer, die, rise from the dead, and ascend to the right

hand of Father. They refer to the Mystery of Faith, which assures us that Christ, seated

at the right hand of the Father in glory, remains with us on earth, pouring forth, from His

glorious pierced Heart, without measure and without cease, the sevenfold gift of the

Holy Spirit upon His Mystical Body, the Church, that is, into human hearts.

The correct translation of the verb, instaurare, is, in fact, the subject of discussion.

Pope Benedict XVI, in his discourse at the Wednesday General Audience on December 5,

2012, discussed the meaning of this verb which describes the purpose of the

Redemptive Incarnation. He declared:

… [T]he Apostle speaks more precisely of the recapitulation of the universe in Christ. This 

means that in the great plan of creation and of history, Christ stands as the focus of the 

entire journey of the world, as the structural support of all things, and attracts to himself the 

entire reality in order to overcome dispersion and limitation and [to] lead all things to the 

fullness desired by God (Eph 1:23).[2]

The sense of the verb is clear from the text from which the phrase is taken.



The text is part of the hymn of praise of God and of thanksgiving to Him, with which

the Letter to the Ephesians begins. Praising God the Father for having chosen us in

Christ, for having adopted us as His true sons and daughters in His only-begotten Son

Incarnate, the text declares, in the translation of the Revised Standard Version:

In him [Our Lord Jesus Christ] we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 

trespasses, according to the riches of his grace which he lavished upon us. For he has made 

known to us in all wisdom and insight the mystery of his will, according to his purpose which 

he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in 

heaven and things on earth.[3]

In short, in Christ is realized the right order of all things, the union of heaven and

earth, as God the Father intended from the beginning. Christ conquers the disorder

introduced into the world by the sin of man, by the rebellion of our First Parents against

the will of God for us and for the world. Disobeying God, our First Parents thought,

according to the deception and wrong affection introduced into their minds and hearts

by Satan, to become God. It is the obedience of God the Son Incarnate which

reestablishes, restores, the original communion of man with God and, therefore, peace

in the world. His obedience unites once again all things, “things in heaven and things on

earth.”[4]

It is the Mystery of Faith which teaches us the Kingship of Christ. We consider

the incomparable reality of Christ – the two natures, human and divine, in the one

person of God the Son – under different aspects, referring to Christ by various titles, for

example, Son of God and Son of Mary, Good Shepherd, Eternal High Priest, Teacher,

Eternal Lawgiver, and so forth. In fact, the great mystery of the Redemptive Incarnation

of God the Son is so great that we can only attempt to understand it by the use of

various analogies, pointing to the incomparable reality but never fully expressing it.

Pope Pius XI, in the Encyclical Letter, Quas Primas, by which he established “the

feast of the Kingship of our Lord Jesus Christ to be observed yearly throughout the

whole world,”[5] observed to his brother Bishops:

It is not necessary, Venerable Brothers, that We should explain to you at any length why We 

have decreed that this feast of the Kingship of Christ should be observed in addition to those 

other feasts in which his kingly dignity is already signified and celebrated. It will suffice to 

remark that although in all the feasts of our Lord the material object of worship is Christ, 

nevertheless their formal object is something quite distinct from his royal title and dignity. We 

have commanded its observance on a Sunday in order that not only the clergy may perform 

their duty by saying Mass and reciting the Office but that the laity too, free from their daily 

tasks, may in a spirit of holy joy give ample testimony of their obedience and subjection to 



Christ… Make it your duty and your task, Venerable Brethren, to see that sermons are 

preached to the people in every parish to teach them the meaning and the importance of this 

feast, that they may so order their lives as to be worthy of faithful and obedient subjects of 

the Divine King.[6]

The liturgical observance of the Feast of the Kingship of Our Lord Jesus Christ

gives the grace of a more perfect obedience to Him alone Who is our Savior, Him alone

Who is “the way, the truth, and the life.”[7]

While the Church had always acclaimed Christ to be King of Heaven and Earth, in

accord with the Divine Revelation[8] and, above all, in accord with the word of Christ

Himself,[9] why did Pope Pius XI deem it important to provide a particular liturgical

observance of the reality of Christ’s Kingship? He speaks about the inspiration which was

his at the conclusion of the canonization of six confessors and virgins during the year

1925,[10] and about the sixteenth centenary of the Council of Nicaea, also observed in

1925, which “defined and proposed for Catholic belief the dogma of the

Consubstantiality of the Only-begotten with the Father, and added to the Creed the

words ‘of whose kingdom there shall be no end,’ thereby affirming the kingly dignity of

Christ.”[11] The canonizations to which he refers are of Saints Thérèse of Lisieux, Peter

Canisius, Madeleine Sophie Barat, Marie-Madeleine Postel, John Vianney, and John

Eudes. What is more, 1925 was a Holy Year during which, as Pope Pius XI indicates,

“many of the Cardinals, Bishops, and faithful” had made known to him “both individually

and collectively” their desire for the institution of the Feast of Christ the King.[12]

As Shepherd of the universal Church, referring to the Te Deum sung at the

conclusion of the Rite of Canonization and, in particular to the words, “Tu Rex gloriae 

Christe” – “You, Christ, King of glory,” he wrote:

It was a great joy, a great consolation, that filled Our heart when in the majestic basilica of St. 

Peter Our decree was acclaimed by an immense multitude with the hymn of thanksgiving, Tu 

Rex gloriae, Christe.  We saw men and nations cut off from God, stirring up strife and discord 

and hurrying along the road to ruin and death, while the Church of God carries on her work 

of providing food for the spiritual life of men, nurturing and fostering generation after 

generation of men and women dedicated to Christ, faithful and subject to him in his earthly 

kingdom, called by him to eternal bliss in the kingdom of heaven.[13]



The Roman Pontiff saw in the heroic virtue of the newly canonized saints, in their

obedience to the will of the Father, an obedience lived in Christ, the response to the

situation of growing secularization, materialism and relativism – all inimical to the loveof

God – in the world.

In the homily pronounced during the Pontifical Mass in which Saint Thérèse of

Lisieux was canonized on May 17, 1925, Pope Pius XI, referring to the union of the heart

of the saint with the Sacred Heart of Jesus, quoting Saint Thérèse, declared:

It is likewise clear that by the force of ardent charity in the young woman of Lisieux there 

existed the resolve and the effort “of working for the love of Jesus, uniquely to please him, to 

console His most Sacred Heart and to foster the eternal salvation of souls, which would then 

love Christ always”: that which she had begun to do and to obtain, as soon as she reached 

the heavenly homeland is easily understood by that mystical rainfall of roses, which, God 

granting, she had, while alive, innocently promised, and has already showered on the earth 

and continues to shower.[14]

The heroic sanctity of Saint Thérèse of Lisieux is a most striking manifestation of

the transformation of hearts and, thus, of the family and of society, in general, which

inevitably flows from the recognition and the embrace of the Kingship of Christ. We

cannot fail to observe that the situation of rebellion against Christ and His Law, which

Pope Pius XI described in 1925, has only grown worse in our time and attempts ever

more to infiltrate the life of the Church herself and to corrupt the Bride of Christ, to lead

her into grievous infidelity, by an apostasy from the Apostolic Faith.

Pope Pius XI then expressed the great reality of the Kingship of Christ as it has

always been understood in the Church. He declared:

It has long been a common custom to give to Christ the [metaphorical] title of “King,” because 

of the high degree of perfection whereby he excels all creatures. So he is said to reign “in the 

hearts of men,” both by reason of the keenness of his intellect and the extent of his 

knowledge, and also because he is very truth, and it is from him that truth must be obediently 

received by all mankind. He reigns, too, in the wills of men, for in him the human will was 

perfectly and entirely obedient to the Holy Will of God, and further by his grace and 

inspiration he so subjects our free-will as to incite us to the most noble endeavors. He is King 

of hearts, too, by reason of his “charity which exceedeth all knowledge.” And his mercy and 

kindness which draw all men to him, for never has it been known, nor will it ever be, that man 

be loved so much and so universally as Jesus Christ.

But if we ponder this matter more deeply, we cannot but see that the title and the power of 

King belongs to Christ as man in the strict and proper sense too. For it is only as man that he 

may be said to have received from the Father “power and glory and a kingdom,” since the 



Word of God, as consubstantial with the Father, has all things in common with him, and 

therefore has necessarily supreme and absolute dominion over all things created.[15]

The understanding of the Kingship of Christ is intimately tied to the understanding

of His Most Sacred Heart. Time does not permit a longer treatment of the relationship of

the Kingship of Christ to His Sacred Heart. Suffice it to say that, in virtue of the

consubstantial union of the Heart of Jesus – human and divine – with the Divine Heart of

the Father, He reigns over all hearts. He purifies and sanctifies all hearts with the

outpouring of the Holy Spirit from His glorious pierced Heart.

The Kingship of Christ clearly extends to the individual human heart. His Kingship

demands the obedience which frees the individual to become all that God has created

him or her to be. In his first Encyclical Letter, Redemptor Hominis, Pope Saint John Paul II

refers to the reality of Christ’s Kingship in the human heart.[16] The Kingship of Christ

over human hearts is not some ideal to which all are called but only a few can attain. It

is, rather, a reality of divine grace which helps even the weakest and the most tried

human subject to attain a heroic degree of virtue, if he or she only cooperates with

divine grace.

The Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium, “On the Church,” of the Second Vatican

Ecumenical Council sets forth the perennial teaching of the Church on the Kingship of

Christ and the participation of all the faithful in His kingly mission with these words:

Christ, made obedient unto death and because of this exalted by the Father (cf. Ph. 2:8-9), has 

entered into the glory of his kingdom. All things are subjected to him until he subjects himself 

and all created things to the Father, so that God may be all in all (cf. 1 Cor. 15:27-28). He 

communicated this power to the disciples that they be constituted in royal liberty and, by self-

abnegation of a holy life, overcome the reign of sin in themselves (cf. Rom. 6:12) – that indeed 

by serving Christ in others they may in humility and patience bring their brethren to that king 

to serve whom is to reign.[17]

It is to this text that Pope Saint John Paul II principally refers. In the economy of

grace, by the Mystery of Faith, we most show the nobility of human nature when we are

united with Christ in the outpouring of His pure and selfless love.

The Kingship of Christ over human hearts is exercised, most of all, through the

conscience, “the voice of God” expressing His law written upon every human heart. The

conscience, therefore, is not, as is often falsely understood and stated today, formed by

the thoughts and desires of the individual but by the truth which ever purifies individual

thoughts and desires, and directs them in conformity with the law of love of God and



neighbor. Obedience to the Kingship of Christ is expressed by the resolve and effort to

conform all of one’s thinking and speaking and acting to Christ alive for us in the living

Apostolic Tradition.

The Kingship of Christ is, by nature, universal, that is, it extends to all men, to the

whole world. It is not a kingship over only the faithful or over only the things of the

Church, but over all men and over all of their affairs. The Kingship is exercised from the

Heart of Christ in human hearts. It does not pretend to govern directly the world but to

govern it through man, the steward of the world. Pope Pius XI, quoting Pope Leo XIII,

declared:

It would be a grave error, on the other hand, to say that Christ has no authority

whatever in civil affairs, since, by virtue of the absolute empire over all creatures

committed to him by the Father, all things are in his power. Nevertheless, during his life

on earth he refrained from the exercise of such authority, and although he himself

disdained to possess or to care for earthly goods, he did not, nor does he today,

interfere with those who possess them. Non eripit mortalia qui regna dat celestia.

Thus the empire of our Redeemer embraces all men. To use the words of Our

immortal predecessor, Pope Leo XIII: “His empire includes not only Catholic nations, not

only baptized persons who, though of right belonging to the Church, have been led

astray by error or have been cut off from her by schism, but also those who are outside

the Christian faith. So that truly the whole of mankind is subject to the power of Jesus

Christ.

All men, whether collectively or individually, are subject to Christ.” Nor is there

any difference in this matter between the individual and the family or the State; for all

men, whether collectively or individually, are under the dominion of Christ. In him is the

salvation of the individual, in him is the salvation of society. “Neither is there salvation in

any other, for there is no other name under heaven given to men whereby we must be

saved.” He is the author of happiness and true prosperity for every man and for every

nation. “For a nation is happy when its citizens are happy. What else is a nation but a

number of men living in concord?”[18]

Christians, who do not pretend to govern the civil state by means of the Church, are,

at the same time, called to give a heroic public witness to the truth of the moral law, of

the law of God. Thus, Christ’s Kingship is exercised by hearts one with His Royal Heart.

Pope Pius XI makes reference to Pope Leo XIII’s Encyclical Letter Annum Sacrum by

which Pope Leo consecrated all of humanity to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. In Annum 

Sacrum



, Pope Leo, referring to the sovereign and absolute power of Christ, declared:

And verily He has acted on this extraordinary and peculiar right when He commanded His 

Apostles to preach His doctrine over the earth, to gather all men together into the one body of 

the Church by the Baptism of salvation, and to bind them by laws, which no one could reject 

without risking his eternal salvation.[19]

Christ exercises His Kingship through the grace of the Holy Spirit which He

unstintingly and unfailingly pours into the hearts of His faithful who are His co-workers

in the mission of the salvation of the world. They are the stewards of His divine right in

virtue of His grace dwelling within their hearts.

Here, it is important to note that the Kingship of Christ over human hearts is prior

in being to any state or government. The state or government, in fact, must, first and

foremost respect the freedom of religion, the freedom of man in His relationship with

God, which has its most fundamental expression in the freedom of conscience. In fact,

the State depends upon religion for its right ordering. Anthony Esolen, in his book, 

Reclaiming Catholic Social Teaching: A Defense of the Church’s True Teachings on Marriage, 

Family, and the State, quoting the Encyclical Letter Rerum Novarum of Pope Leo XIII,

observed:

Above all, Pope Leo reminds us that without the virtue of religion, the State becomes little 

more than a compact of selfishness and sensuality, not worthy of human allegiance. As to 

poverty and rapacity, “religion alone,” says the Pope, “can avail to destroy the evil at its root,” 

so that “all men should rest persuaded that the main thing needful is to return to real 

Christianity, apart from which all the plans and devices of the wisest will prove of little avail” 

(RN, 247).[20]

A healthy State or nation will treasure, in a particular way, the practice of the

Christian religion as essential to the right order of homes and of the wider society.

Likewise, the fundamental rights of man in society – and I am not talking about

the ever-growing number of so-called rights invented to promote the secularization of

all life – are prior to the State, have their ground in the analogy of being, in the

participation of man in the Being of God, in His Truth, Beauty and Goodness. Pope Leo

XIII made clear that the family is “a true society, and one older than any State” and that

“[c]onsequently, it has rights and duties peculiar to itself which are quite independent of

the State.”[21] Those rights and duties are inherent to the nature of man, male and

female, which leads the individual man and individual woman to marriage and its fruit,

the family. The Kingship of Christ in the home frees the members of the family and the



family as a society to enjoy those rights and fulfill those duties, in accord with the will of

God. The universality of the Kingship of Christ is reflected by the practice of enthroning

the image of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in the home, and in the other places of our

human endeavor.

The essentially social nature of the Kingship of Christ is evident. The individual

soul exists always in relationship with God and with others, beginning in the family and

extending to the state or nation and to the world. The obedience of the human heart to

the Heart of Christ places the individual not only in a right relationship with God but also

with all men whom He desires to save, for whom the Heart of Christ never ceases to

beat with immeasurable and unceasing love.

The social nature of the Kingship of Christ is seen most fully in the Eucharistic

Sacrifice by which Christ makes sacramentally present His death on Calvary, in order to

share with man the incomparable fruit of His Sacrifice: His Body, Blood, Soul and

Divinity, offered as the spiritual sustenance for man’s earthly pilgrimage home to the

Kingdom of Heaven. It is through the Eucharistic Sacrifice, a supreme gift of God and not

an invention of man, that the individual human heart is offered in pure and selfless love

of God and neighbor.

Regarding the Holy Eucharist and social justice, Anthony Esolen observed:

Jesus tells us that He alone is the bread of life, that He alone has living water to give. He is the 

Good Shepherd; if we have Him, there is nothing else we shall want. We do not look for 

shepherds elsewhere. We do not bow down to political ideologies or systems. We do not 

expect salvation from presentiments of the great new earth to come. We do not worship the 

supposedly inevitable march of history. We do not worship an emperor, whatever his name 

may be.[22]

Participation in the Eucharistic Sacrifice is the most perfect and efficacious means

of the transformation of human hearts through union with the Heart of Christ, through

submission to His Kingship of pure and selfless love.

Quoting Pope Leo XIII’s Encyclical Letter Mirae Caritatis, “On the Holy Eucharist,”

Esolen underlines Christ’s perfect exercise of His Kingship in the Holy Eucharist:

When a child sees, as I have seen, a man of the most powerful scientific intellect kneel in 

adoration before the Lord, present in the tabernacle, with the flame in the red sanctuary 

lamp flickering, it is as Leo says, “the mind finds its nourishment, the objections of rationalists 

are brought to naught, and abundant light is thrown on the supernatural order” (MC, 524). If 

earthly nature is all there is, then this world is a wilderness, and only greater cunning 

separates man from beast. But “the earth is the LORD’S, and the fullness thereof; the world, 



and they that dwell therein” (Psalm 24:1). He, the Lord of nature, in the miracle of the 

Eucharist, suspends the laws of that nature and has confirmed that miracle by “prodigies 

wrought in His honor, both in ancient times and in our own, of which in more than one place 

there exist public and notable records and memorials.”[23]

One thinks of the richness of Eucharistic miracles all along the Christian centuries,

granted by Our Lord to confirm and to illuminate the Kingship of His glorious pierced

Heart.

When we reflect upon the rebellion against the good order and peace with which

God endows every human heart, especially through the conscience, leading the world

and even the Church into ever greater confusion, division, destruction of others and of

self, we understand, as Pope Pius XI understood, the importance of our worship of

Christ under His title of King of Heaven and Earth. Such worship is not a form of

ideology. It is not the worship of an idea or an ideal. It is communion with Christ the

King, especially through the Most Holy Eucharist, by which our own royal mission in Him

is understood, embraced, and lived. It is the reality in which we are called to live, the

reality of obedience to the Law of God written upon our hearts and into the very nature

of all things. It is the reality to which our conscience unfailingly calls us to conform our

being and according to which it also judges our thoughts, words and actions. It is the

reality of our dignity in Christ and of the high mission inherent in that dignity.

It is the reality of all things, of our world, of every political order, which we are

commanded and strengthened to respect and observe, for which we are endowed with

the grace to transform not only our individual lives and our families, but indeed the

whole of society. I conclude with words of the Catechism of the Catholic Church on “[t]he

social duty of religion and the right to religious freedom”:

The duty of offering God genuine worship concerns man both individually and socially. This is 

“the traditional Catholic teaching on the moral duty of individuals and societies toward the 

true religion and the one Church of Christ.” By constantly evangelizing men, the Church works 

toward enabling them “to infuse the Christian spirit into the mentality and mores, laws and 

structures of the communities in which [they] live.” The social duty of Christians is to respect 

and awaken in each man the love of the true and the good. It requires them to make known 

the worship of the one true religion which subsists in the Catholic and apostolic Church. 

Christians are called to be the light of the world. Thus, the Church shows forth the kingship of 

Christ over all creation and in particular over human societies.[24]

May we, by God’s grace and through the intercession of the Virgin Mother of God,

always give honor to the Kingship of Our Lord Jesus Christ and serve Christ our King with



obedience in His reign over all human hearts from His glorious pierced Sacred Heart.

            Thank you for your kind attention. May God bless you and your homes.
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