
I confess that sometimes I fail to recognise people. I certainly fail to remember
their names, including those who clearly recognise me and know my name. I
am only grateful that it is not a failing that age has inflicted upon me. About a
century ago, in my early life… Well, it sometimes feels like it, and it was in the
last century, this young police officer in London was approached by a family
(husband, wife and two young teenage children), who in a friendly way scolded
him for not being in his usual place of duty. He was normally based at Notting
Hill but was at this time on a diplomatic protection attachment in central
London. He was enjoying a stroll round Trafalgar Square at the time, keeping
an eye on the various embassies and other diplomatic properties in that area.

About a year earlier, he had been sent to the home of this nice-natured family
after they had been burgled. They had been most grateful for the service he
had given them, and the concern he had shown. It was a traumatic and,
hopefully, only once in a lifetime experience for them. But he dealt with such
incidents almost every working day. So, a year or so later, he could perhaps be
forgiven for not being able to recognise them immediately. Fortunately, they
were savvy enough to assume that this would be the case. They immediately
identified themselves and related their story, and suddenly the young officer
recognised them, remembered clearly where they lived, and recalled his visit to
them at their time of need.

My apologies. Like St Paul sometimes (e.g. 2 Corinthians 12: 2 – 5), I find it
easier to tell stories about myself in the third person. It helps to conceal the
boasting or the shame. I have other memories of not recognizing people who
clearly know me. I do have a technique for getting out of such embarrassing
situations. I won’t reveal it now because I sometimes have to use it in church,
particularly with those of you who have not been able to come to Tenerife for
two or three years due to the pandemic or other reasons.

There are those ego-centric individuals who like to say, ‘Don’t you know who I
am?’ A former presenter of a popular British TV programme for children once
said that to me when he came to interview me for a local radio programme he
was presenting. I politely told him he was a bit after my time for that TV show. I
have now forgotten his name too! In spite of poor introductions like that, it is
important to relate positively and to have an interest in those we meet
whether we immediately recognize them or not.

In the Gospel today, an unknown, unnamed criminal recognizes Jesus, his
fellow crucifixion victim. His hope is that Jesus will one day remember him,
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perhaps hear Jesus say to him, ‘I know you, we met on Calvary. Come and
share my glory.’ Let’s just be clear about the identity of this so-called criminal.
He is often referred to as ‘the good thief,’ but thieving is not the crime that led
him and the other one to the cross. Thieves did not get crucified. That
punishment was reserved for insurrectionists, those who violently opposed
Roman imperial rule, or in the case of Jesus, leaders of non-violent movements
opposed to such rule. To most of their fellow Israelites, the men crucified with
Jesus would have been regarded as freedom fighters. This one was realistic
about his predicament but fully aware that Jesus was not guilty of the same
offences that he was, or of any offence for that matter. He utters those
memorable words of faith and hope: ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into
your kingdom.’ He humbly asks Jesus for future recognition and restoration.
And Jesus responds positively: ‘Today you will be with me in paradise.’

The Gospels do suggest rather strongly that our place in the eternal home of
God is rather dependant on the King of kings remembering and recognizing us.
And they are also clear about the sort of people that he will not recognize. His
‘I don’t know you’ is reserved for the selfish, the arrogant, the greedy, the
unjust, those who have no time for others and their needs, except to look
down on them or ignore them. Some of these people could even be ‘religious.’
But they are the wrong kind of religious. They are those who are certain that
they are right and pure, the narrow minded, those who exclude others, those
who are not like them. This is not the way that Jesus taught or showed those
who would follow him.

A good reality-check prayer for us, which if prayed and lived out sincerely, will
hopefully create the conditions for divine recognition, is the prayer of
penitence we said at the beginning of this service. It includes words from the
prophet Micah (6:8): ‘forgive what we have been, help us to amend what we
are, and direct what we shall be, that we may do justly, love mercy, and walk
humbly with you, our God.’ It reflects a life that is based on the commandment
that Jesus stressed as the key to eternal life: that you love the Lord your God
with all your heart and your neighbour as yourself.

Remember how Jesus teaches a questioner who his neighbour is. With that
famous story of the Good Samaritan, he shows that your neighbour is the
person who treats you with compassion and care, and so we should also be
neighbours in the same way. I sometimes like to speculate about what Jesus
would have said if the questioner had gone on to ask him, ‘So now I know who
my neighbour is, who then really am I?
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I am confident that he would have answered that the real you is you without
pretence, without illusions, without the claim to fame, without the
self-centredness and the attachment to the ways of thinking and behaving that
much of the world considers normal. Your real self recognizes your need of
God. Your real self is the image of Christ in you, the self in which your full
humanity can be discovered. It is the self that can reach out in love and
welcome those you know and like, and those you don’t, as brothers and sisters.

As we break the bread of life in this Eucharist, this sacramental foretaste of
eternal life, let us remember that our actions and devotions are validated,
made real, when we strive to live out in our lives what we celebrate here:
when we endeavour to break the bread of our own lives in loving service to
God and to our neighbour. That is the road, the direction of life that enables
the King of kings to recognize us and invite us in due course to share in the
banquet of his eternal kingdom.
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