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I don’t know about you, but the gospel we just heard is one of my all-time favorites. If a 

hopeless case like the thief crucified with Jesus can somehow be saved, maybe there’s 

even hope for someone like me. Here’s a guy literally at the end of an admittedly awful 

life being given a “Get Out of Jail Free” card by Jesus himself. It doesn’t get much better 

than that. 

 

While many of us are glad for the man, many also find it a tad unfair. How come the rest 

of us have to work so hard at living good lives and this slob gets into Paradise with no 

effort at all? The answer begins to emerge when we pick up on the recurring theme in the 

Gospel of Luke that God’s ways are not our ways, especially when it comes to love and 

forgiveness. If we really feel put out by God’s generosity, then we’re in the same position 

as the older son in Luke’s parable of the Prodigal Son; the so-called good son who liked 

to keep score. We may feel justified feeling the way we do, but Luke suggests that we 

really don’t want to stay that way. 

 

A bunch of us were discussing that exact topic a while ago in a little Scripture study 

group I had joined. 

One woman, Joan, said “I guess I’m glad for that thief, but you know, it’s just so unfair! 

All the rest of us try to live decent lives and we end up in Purgatory for a few thousand 

years. This guy? He gets off the hook without doing anything!” 

There were murmurs of agreement among the others. 

Then my friend Alice said, “So you’re not happy for him?” 

“Of course I am,” Joan said, in a voice that made it clear that she was definitely not. “But 

I don’t understand why Jesus would let him get away with being a criminal for his whole 

life and then reward him like that. It just doesn’t seem fair.” 

“Maybe the story’s about love,” Alice replied, “not justice.” 

“I don’t see how overlooking an evil life can ever be about love,” Joan countered. 
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“Maybe the logic of love is different than ordinary logic,” Alice suggested.” In the 

moment, Jesus might have been looking at something else. Maybe he was looking at the 

thief’s honest acknowledgement of something that had always been present in his life 

which he’d chosen to ignore; something he desperately wanted to connect with again.” 

“You’re confusing me, Alice,” Joan said. “If you’re saying the thief was full of love his 

entire life, you’re willfully ignoring the facts.” 

“Maybe he wasn’t loving anyone, but God was always loving him,” Alice said. “I think 

the key to understanding what’s going on here is in the word ‘remember’ that the thief 

used. What do you make of it, Joan? Was the thief just asking Jesus to think nice 

thoughts about him later on, or was it something deeper?” 

 

“I think he was just asking Jesus not to forget about him,” Joan said. “Maybe throw him a 

bone later on while he was percolating in Purgatory. That’s what ‘remember’ would 

mean to me.” 

 

“Maybe ‘remember’ means something else here,” Alice said. “Maybe to ‘re-member’ is 

actually the opposite of what it means to ‘dis-member.’ During his life, the thief had 

detached himself from the love of God that had always been present during his life, just 

as it’s present in everyone’s life. On his cross he realized he’d severed himself from what 

we’d call nowadays the Body of Christ, God’s incarnate love of humanity, and was 

simply asking Jesus to reconnect him to that love.” 

 

“So, then Jesus forgave him, just let him off the hook as if nothing had ever happened?” 

Joan asked. 

“Maybe ‘forgiveness’ means something other than what we usually think, too,” Alice 

said. 

“Explain, please,” Joan asked. 
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“I’d read an article about the word ‘forgive’ a while ago that completely changed my 

understanding of it. It comes from an Anglo-Saxon word, ‘forgiefan.’ The prefix ‘for-‘ 

refers to something that went on in the past, the way it does in words like ‘foresaw’ and 

‘foretold.’ The suffix ‘giefan’ is a verb that means ‘to give.’ So ‘forgiveness’ refers to 

something that was given in the past. God created us in love, to love and to be loved. 

That’s what was given to us in the past, at the moment we were created.  

 

The article said we could look at our baby pictures to see what that love, and God’s 

original intention for us, looked like back then. It’s a love that persists throughout life. 

We might ignore it, as the thief had, but it never goes away. How can it? If we couldn’t 

even exist without God, and God is Love, then our entire existence itself is evidence that 

God’s love never goes away. The real purpose of forgiveness is be reconnected to the 

love that was always there – to be re-membered by Jesus and reconnected to God’s love.”  

 

“Think about when we’ve been rejected, betrayed or harmed. Is it really retribution that 

we most want, or do we yearn most for reconnection to love? For which do we imagine 

God yearns? The good thief had more in mind than simply avoiding punishment when he 

asked Jesus to remember him. And he saw and trusted that Jesus was his only hope.” 

 

The rest of us considered what Alice had said and agreed that it wasn’t the way most of 

us had thought about it. We did agree that every time we received the Eucharist though, 

we were reconnecting in new and mysterious ways to a love had always been there. None 

of us could say we deserved it and after a little more discussion, we agreed that it was 

probably a very good thing that God doesn’t think the way we do, and that God’s ways 

aren’t ours.  

I left our little Bible study that day feeling that yes, indeed, maybe there was reason for 

even someone like me to have hope. 


