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Friday 1
Christ and people

For a person to endure something like crucifixion, all their attention will be on themself. We
know this from when we are ill — it can leave us without any time or energy for anybody
else. But Jesus in the midst of his crucifixion reassured the penitent thief. “Don’t worry —
you’ll be all right; you will be with me in Paradise”. St John says Jesus was also anxious to
take care of his mother — he told John he was to be as a son to her. Of those men who
nailed him to the cross Jesus said: “Father forgive them — they don’t know what they are
doing.” So even on the cross Christ cared about people. His words from the cross show how
much for him people matter.

In our different ways we are all engaging with people in our daily lives. One reason we are
encouraged to have time for people is that Christ is in them. They are made in God’s image.
But in what way is Christ in them?

We can say first of all that wherever there is some love in a relationship, “where love is,
there is God”. Even exchanging a few words with a neighbour on the street, where we enjoy
a brief natter. There is God. If two atheists show and practise love, there is God,
unrecognised. Where anything is good and beautiful, there is God. St Augustine said: “The
Son of God is present everywhere, not enclosed in any one place, nor parcelled out among
all the things that exist, but everywhere whole and entire. He is not even absent from the
minds of the godless, although they do not perceive him.”

In Colossians Paul or his disciple speaks of a mystery which has been present since the
beginning of the world (Col 1.26). ... 'this mystery’ he says, ‘... is Christ in you, the hope of
glory' (Col 1.26f). Mahatma Ghandi, who wasn’t a fully paid-up Christian, said: “If you don’t
see God in the other person, there’s no point in looking elsewhere”. If we don’t love our
neighbour who we can see, how can we love God who we cannot see? Other people are the
doorway to God. They are a doorway that can’t be avoided or skirted around. We cannot try
to love God if we are not loving our neighbour. It can be difficult to feel love, particularly
towards people we find difficult, but that can’t stop us from acting charitably towards them,
seeking to practice love, even if we don’t feel it. Prison chaplains often have to sit down and
talk with some very unpleasant people, but they will tell you that if you make the effort to
be open to them, a different kind of person begins lightly to appear. Even they are a temple
of the Holy Spirit. When we are in the streets or in Tesco’s, the people all around us are
living spirits, objects of wonder.
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Here is a story from the fourth-century Desert Fathers. They were early monks and nuns
who lived an austere life in the Egyptian desert, and they left a fund of down-to-earth
wisdom about life together which is both wise and entertaining.

In one story, Abba John ... said, “A house is not built by beginning at the top and working
downwards. You must begin with the foundations in order to reach the top ‘. [His disciples]
said to him, ‘what does this saying mean? ‘He said, ‘the foundation is our neighbour, whom
we must win, and that is the place to begin. For all the commandments of Christ depend on
this one. ‘(p.79.39)

There is a long tradition of seeing Christ particularly in the needy and the poor. It’s the
particular theme of the parable of the sheep and the goats.

‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to
drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe
you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ The King will reply, ‘Truly |
tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did
for me.’

George Herbert in the 17th century wrote a classic book of advice for the parish priest. It’s
called the country Parson. In it he says the priest is to visit every home and every hovel in
the parish, “even though he has to bow low to get into it, and even if it smells never so
loathsomly, for therein is Christ and those for whom Christ died”.

What about people who seem to be really bad? Deep down in them, Christ is waiting to be
made visible. There is nowhere that Christ can’t be. Shakespeare saw this, and he tells us in
Henry V - “There is some soul of goodness in things evil, would men observingly distil it out”.

Our society tends towards the aggressive and the judgmental. This goes together with a
poor understanding of the notion of sin. Our society sees human imperfection as a one-way-
street — human imperfection is unfortunate, and we all need to do better or suffer the
consequences. For Christians, however, sin is not just unfortunate imperfection — it is a very
rich notion first of all because it bears with it a presupposition of the divine forgiveness. It is
also rich because it says we are all in the same boat together. None of us is in a position to
judge anyone else. We are all sinners without exception, we are all partners in crime, and
there’s a certain human solidarity about it. In this sense, sin is something that bristles with
hope —in a way our modern society can’t understand. Because of the story we are
celebrating this week, we can look on sin with knowledge of God’s promises, and because of
what was won for us on the cross. All our regrets, our mistakes, our conflicts with others,
our doing bad by them, our selfishness, our pride, and all the rest, are by Christ putin a
context of hope that the world does not have. Hope changes the game. Our world needs to
have the hope that comes from God’s forgiveness, and from our forgiveness of each other.
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If we want to look for Christ, then we need to start with people. For Jesus, that was worth
dying for.

Let us pray:

Almighty God our heavenly Father, you have given your son Jesus Christ to die for our sins
and have commanded us to love one another: grant us, we pray, to see you in one another,
to acknowledge our shared sinfulness, and ever to be ready to show compassion, after the
example of Christ crucified.



