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“Jesus, Remember Me” — Nov. 20, 2016
Psalm 46  1 God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 2 Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake . . . . 4 There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High. . . . 
9 He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire. 10 “Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations.”
Luke 23  33When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. 34Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” . . . .
39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” 40But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 42Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 43He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”
Talk about getting saved at the last-minute! This thief squeaks in while the door is closing. Yet he will get the full reward, just like the late-arriving workers in Jesus’ parable of the workers’ wages, who get paid the same as those who were working all day. The story is a touching illustration of how judgment-free Jesus is, and how focused on saving. A sincere request for acceptance is enough to get accepted! Jesus is always thinking of others’ needs, even as his life is draining away. His physical life, that is. He knew there was no danger to his spiritual self, and that he was going to resume his role as heavenly ruler. That was never in doubt.

So the first lesson for us today is the infinite kindness and confidence of Jesus. He knew who he was, that he had the power to save, and he was willing to save even a sincerely repentant thief. And that leads us to our second lesson, that a repentant wrong-doer will be accepted by Jesus. Jesus would even save those who crucified him, giving them the benefit of the doubt by saying they know not what they do (Luke 23:34).
Have you ever done wrong? Have you ever stolen? Have you ever concealed income from the government to avoid taxes? Have you ever hurt someone’s feelings? Well, of course, all of us have to answer yes to one or more of these questions. So do I. So, although we should never think that we, or anyone else, deserve to be crucified, each of us could put ourselves in the place of the thief on the cross, in the sense that we know that we are guilty. Could you not say, with the thief, “we indeed have been condemned justly” (Luke 23:41)? But then, would you not ask, as the thief did, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (23:42)? And would not Jesus answer, “today you will be with me in Paradise”? And so, repentance is soul-saving. Of course, it is the generosity of God, the grace of God, that does the saving, but first the thief had to ask for salvation, had to desire it. 

The thief also had to recognize that he had done wrong, but Jesus does not even mention that. He goes straight to the saving promise. Jesus never rubs our noses in it, never gloats over our shame or guilt. Only with those who do not repent, who do not admit to any wrong-doing, does Jesus become aggressive and condemnatory. He was most displeased with the proud and hypocritical priests and teachers of the law, who would not admit to any wrongdoing, even though they had just held an illegal overnight trial that involved the use of lying witnesses (Mark 14:56).

It is strange and ironic that the greatest gift of all—eternal life—is so easily gained, gained only by being willing to honestly ask for it. But then, this is not so strange, since one cannot sincerely ask for it unless one has become honestly repentant and willing to admit one’s spiritual need. And such admissions are not easy for the proud and arrogant to make. But that’s the first step: Admit that you need Jesus’ help. For he came to serve “those who are sick,” and those who are sick know they “need a physician,” as he says in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Matt 9:12; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:31). The thief knew he was sick, and so was able to ask for help. The other thief was cocky and rude, and did not admit anything. And the self-righteous lawyers and priests admitted nothing of their spiritual need, but were proud of ridding themselves of one who challenged their claim to have spiritual power and authority.

A simple but repentant thief had more genuine spiritual power than the proudest scholar of the law, or the most senior of the priests. God is not impressed by our man-made credentials or our self-serving connections.

But Jesus answered real spiritual need. There’s a line in a Leonard Cohen song that says “only drowning men could see him” (“Suzanne”). I would say that only the needy who know they are needy, can see him. 

Are you needy today? Are you drowning today? Can you see Jesus ready to take your hand? Can you perhaps hear the voice of God that the Psalmist heard, saying “Be still, and know that I am God!” (Ps 46:10)? We are told to trust the Infinite One, to be still. . . . Be at peace. . . . If you need forgiveness, he gives forgiveness. If you need stability, he will lend you his stability.

And we have this promise from the psalmist, that God “makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire” (Ps 46:9). But we aren’t there yet. We won’t get there until more people surrender their own notions of God, and surrender them to God. The human race has not the humility yet, to allow God to change us from warring factions into a human race in recovery, in quest of healing. 
As the psalm says, “the nations are in an uproar; the kingdoms totter” (46:6). However, God’s “throne endures forever” (Ps 45:6). Or as Jesus would probably say it, God’s loving fatherhood endures forever. God is more like a loving and caring father than like a judging and smiting king. What Jesus revealed on the cross was the same as what he revealed throughout his life: the loving and forgiving nature of the Father.
So what is it that Jesus is showing in his example? What is it that we can bring into this world, to change it? Can we bring clarity about the nature of the heavenly Father? Can we embrace the message of forgiveness, while at the same time affirming that evildoers need to turn away from evil-doing? Can we embody Jesus in our lives? Can others see in us, the activity of the loving and forgiving Jesus of Nazareth?

Let’s make it real! Let’s bring heaven to earth by really embodying the character of Jesus, acting and treating each other the way Jesus would.

