A Sermon for Good Friday
(Based on the poem “To the Good Thief” by Saunders Lewis)

“Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom”. I'm sure these words are
familiar to us all. When Jesus was crucified, there were two others with him. One of
them asked to be remembered, and sought the mercy of God. In response, Jesus
promised that today he would be with him in paradise.

This is a powerful image; and it encapsulates so much that is central to this day. In
the midst of his own dying, Jesus would speak to reassure the thief, who was
condemned, crucified and dying beside him. Jesus said that he would be shown
mercy. This is a moment of such profound empathy, kindness and grace, amid a
scene of violence, brutality and cruelty.

I find it so powerful because it speaks to the love of God that Jesus embodied, and
which led him to Jerusalem, to the Cross, in order to redeem humanity. You did not
need to be a long-term follower of Jesus to find redemption. You did not have to
have witnessed the miracles, sat at his feet for hours while he taught, or have been
present in the Upper Room when he shared the bread and wine in the institution of
the Eucharist. What was necessary was to see the divinity within him, and the love
which he embodied. And that is what those profound words, “Jesus, remember me
when you come into your kingdom”, communicate so clearly.

I wish to end this reflection by reading a poem, which will be followed by a time of
silence. It's by the Welsh poet Saunders Lewis. It was written in 1938. It
encapsulates the transformative nature of the interaction between the thief and
Jesus, and the repentance offered, better than I ever could.

You did not see Him on the mountain of Transfiguration
Nor walking the sea at night;
You never saw corpses blushing when a bier or sepulchre
Was struck by his cry.

It was in the rawness of his flesh and his dirt that you saw Him,
Whipped and under thorns,
And in his nailing like a sack of bones outside the town
On a pole, like a scarecrow.



You never heard the making of the parables like a Parthenon of words,
Nor his tone when He talked of his Father,
Neither did you hear the secrets of the room above,
Nor the prayer before Cedron and the treachery.

It was in the racket of a crowd of sadists revelling in pain
And their screeches, howls, curses and shouts
That you heard the profound cry of the breaking heart of their prey:
‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’

You, hanging on his right; on his left, your brother;
Writhing like skinned frogs,
Flea-bitten petty thieves thrown in as a retinue to his shame,
Courtiers to a mock king in his pain.

O master of courtesy and manners, who enlightened you
About your part in this harsh parody?
‘Lord, when you come into your kingdom, remember me,” —
The kingdom that was conquered through death.

Rex Judaeorum; it was you who saw first the vain
Blasphemy as a living oracle,
You who first believed in the Latin, Hebrew and Greek,
That the gallows was the throne of God.

O thief who took Paradise from the nails of a gibbet,
Foremost of the nobilitas of heaven,
Before the hour of death pray that it may be given to us
To perceive Him and to taste Him.
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