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based in Luke 23:32-43 
 
In 2001, a young woman named Joyce Vincent resigned from her low level job at a 
multi-national conglomerate in London and moved into a shelter for victims of domestic 
abuse. By 2002, she had cut off contact with her friends and family, probably due to 
embarrassment regarding her situation. She lived on next to nothing and saw absolutely 
no one. And years passed.  And here’s the kicker -- she was found dead in her flat in 
January 2006, and evidence suggested she had died of natural causes three full years 
before in 2003. 
 
When found, she was still sitting upright on her sofa. The TV was still on.  She was only 
found because the mail had risen to the height of the mail slot on the front door of her 
apartment, and it made the postman suspicious.   
 
Imagine that.  Imagine such a lonely death.   
 
Well, all the gospel writers agree – Jesus did not die alone.  In the New Testament there 
are many varying accounts of things Jesus said or did in his short life. Often, one writer 
will include a story none of the others include, and yet the attestation of two men being 
crucified alongside Jesus is in all four gospels. 
 
Now, Luke is the only gospel writer who records a conversation between Jesus and 
these two “criminals.”  It all started after they had been hanging there a while.   
 
Jesus was getting most of the attention from the crowd.  Maybe it was because of the 
sign posted above his head that said something about him being “King of the Jews.”  
The fellows on his right and left were nondescript.  They were your common everyday 
criminals, not worth noting, except that, ironically, I’m talking about them right now, 
2000+ years later.   
 
Matthew and Mark call them robbers.  Luke, as I said, calls them criminals.  So, who 
knows what they really were guilty of?  They might have been thieves, or tax evaders, 
or runaway slaves?  Whatever they did, one of them decided it wasn’t as bad as what 
Jesus had done, because he joined the crowd in jeering at him.   
 
“Aren’t you the messiah,” he sneered? If you are the messiah, then for heaven’s sake,  
get us the heck out of here.  It wasn’t something he said under his breath either.  We 
know this because the fellow on the other side of Jesus heard every word.  “Don’t you 
fear God?” he snapped back.  “We, are getting what we deserve,” he said.  “But this 
man has done nothing wrong.”     
 
Interesting is it not?  Jesus had spent his whole ministry in the middle of controversy, 
being attacked from one side and defended from another. And here, even at the 
moment of his death, it’s still happening.   



Luke doesn’t name these two, but in an apocryphal gospel called the Gospel of 
Nicodemus, they are, in fact, named.  Dismas and Gestus.  Dismas was the criminal 
who defended Jesus.  Gestus was the one who would have spit on him, had he not 
been turned at an angle away from Jesus.  They are both reprobates, but they are as 
different from one another as they can be.   
 
It has been noted that dying people often become more who they are in those moments 
than they have ever been.  Any pretense they may have previously held up as a 
defense falls away. Right?  I mean, what would be the point of being anything but who 
you are at such a moment?  One interpreter, citing this tendency, says that at the point 
of death, we all become the condensed version of ourselves.  We become who we are 
at our core.   
 
Some people become as angry as pythons.  Others become nearly luminous. But life 
being as complex as it is, it’s not easy to figure out who will become what at such a 
moment.   
 
Judging what Gestus becomes in his last hours, I would guess that he had been a bitter 
man at his core for most of his life.  Maybe something early in his life had convinced him 
that there was no sense hoping for much, since everything he loved would probably be 
taken away from him sooner or later.  Pretty sad, don’t you think?   
 
Maybe he was a thief who dedicated himself to stealing-back whatever it was he had 
lost or squandered along the way.  However it happened, he did not blame himself.  
That would have been too hard for him.  His self-esteem was probably zero.  So he 
became good at blaming others for what he had become, or what he did, or the way the 
world looked to him – which was positively unfriendly to the likes of him.   
 
Carl Rodgers, a well-know, innovative psychologist, claimed that he could help almost 
anybody who came to see him;   ALMOST anybody -- EXCEPT those who were adept 
at blaming others for their problems. He is remembered to have said, "If you accept the 
mess you are in as your own, there is hope for you and help available.  But as long as 
you blame others you will be a victim the rest of your life."   Well, the thief named 
Gestus was Exhibit A of such a type.   
 
Yes, and getting the death sentence probably was no surprise to him at all.  He had 
seen it coming for years.  And when it came, he probably felt he bore no responsibility 
for it at all.  Whatever he had done to earn it was not really his fault.  It was the judge’s 
fault, or the jury’s fault, or the fault of the arresting officer, or maybe the fault of his 
mother who died when he was so young, or the fault of his father who never believed in 
him, or the fault of his older brother who always got all the love, leaving him with nothing.   
 
We all know what a slippery slope blame is.  
 
Yeah, I mean, maybe it was God’s fault, or the fault of the man hanging right beside him 
who, if he really was the messiah, should have been able to get him out of this mess.   



 
Dismas, on the other hand, seemed to know exactly what he had done to wind up in this 
awful place.  “We are getting what we deserve,” he had said.  He had a sense of justice, 
even if the hand of justice he saw before him gave him a thumbs down.  He was willing 
to own up to his own part in what brought him to such an end.   
 
Now, who knows what allowed him to accept his fate. Maybe he was one of those half-
hearted criminals who was sick to death of doing what he was doing, and was, in some 
twisted way, relieved to have been caught.  Or maybe he just had a stubborn, well-
developed, sense of integrity that was deeper than whatever drove him to do what he 
did to have gotten him into this awful mess. .   
 
I mean, maybe he had a code that he stuck to, that, while it allowed for thieving,             
it insisted on honesty in all things. Go figure.   
 
I bet only a few of you know the name, Arnold Rothstein.  He was the gambler who was 
responsible for “fixing” the 1919 World Series.  Well, he too had an unsavory end.  He 
was shot at a card game.  When asked who shot him he said, “Me mother did it”   -- 
which was his way of being true to himself ‘til the end.  He wouldn’t rat on anyone. Not 
even the guy who killed him. 
 
Dismas, too, was someone who never gave a thought to pulling anyone else down with 
him.  Unlike Gestus, he wasn’t bitter. He seemed to know that the one thing left to him 
at the end was to finally accept responsibility for where his choices had gotten him.  And, 
therefore, he was willing to face the consequences.  All of them.  Even the harshest. 
Even death on a cross.   
 
Gestus wanted to go out cursing the world and the one who created it.  Dismas, 
however, had no argument with creation or the creator.  He saw his fate coming down 
the track like a railroad train and, amazingly, he opened his arms to it.   
 
“Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom,” he said.  You know, so 
much of what Jesus says is pure poetry, and look, this man, this criminal, says 
something nearly as beautiful.  It’s a revelation. 
 
He was at the deepest pit a person could come to in life, but he still had hope.  There he 
is, hanging there, bloody, exhausted, guilty as charged. And yet, he recognized next to 
him someone who was leaving this earth blameless – someone who was heading 
somewhere better, and deservedly so.   
 
What he wanted more than anything else was to be remembered by such a man.  Think 
of that.  He didn’t want to be forgotten.   
 
I wonder who his people were.  I mean, I wonder if his mother was maybe alive 
somewhere, but she had been hoping, like the father of the prodigal son, that he would 
someday come home.   



 
I’ve mentioned before in another sermon an Amish custom I find beautiful.  It has to do 
with members of the family who are missing.  Each and every mealtime, the family will 
set a place for a son or daughter who is gone for any reason, even for those who have 
willingly abandoned the family.   
 
Nobody else sits there. Nobody else uses those dishes or utensils.  They are waiting 
there for that person from the beginning of the meal to the end.  This is repeated three 
times a day, so that person is remembered regularly and always with the placing of 
each fork, each knife, every plate or bowl or spoon.  And the missing person knows very 
well this happens every mealtime, as well.  That is one powerful ritual.   
 
The man next to Jesus who recognized his innocence and goodness wanted to be 
remembered.  And, look,  he was promised a good deal more.  “Truly, I tell you,” says 
Jesus, “Today you will be with me in paradise.” 
 
They had hours to go, and Luke records no more words there, and yet, when we think 
of the crucifixion we often think of not one, but three crosses there in the twilight.   
 
Between these two men is Jesus who bridges the human gap between them.  Between 
the bitter man and the man of hope.  Between the lost man and the one who is found. 
   
Now, it would be easy to write these two criminals off as beneath us; as two men so 
unlike us as to be anomalies. Well, let me mention some others we might compare with 
them whose stations in life are radically different, but whose attitudes at the end of life, 
sound very similar.   
 
As I was preparing these words I remembered an essay written a year ago about John 
McCain.  It was by Anne Appelbaum of The Washington Post, and it was called,  
“Telling the Truth at the End of Life.”   
 
Anne begins by quoting Thomas Jefferson … 
 
“I have been amusing myself lately with reading the voluminous letters of Cicero,” he 
says.  “They certainly breathe the present effusions of an exalted patriot, while the 
parricide Caesar is left in odious contrast ... In the centuries that have passed since his 
death in 43 BC, many statesmen and many philosophers have emulated Marcus Cicero, 
celebrating his defense of the Roman Republic against the populism and tyranny of 
Caesar.  
 
And yet — in his own time, in his own political world, and by his own terms — Cicero 
lost.  
His writing was eloquent, but his ideas did not prevail. The Roman Republic collapsed; 
the advocates of dictatorship won. Cicero himself was murdered on the orders of Mark 
Antony, who went on to create an autocracy. 
 



Anne Applebaum continues … I thought about Cicero a few weeks ago when I was in 
Sedona, Ariz., at the annual forum of the McCain Institute. This was an extraordinary 
event. Republicans and Democrats were in attendance, including senators from both 
sides of the aisle … Most of the conversations and panels were bipartisan, even 
apolitical: The conversation was about American foreign policy and, more specifically, 
about what Americans can do to make the world better. 
 
John McCain was not at the meeting — [having] been hospitalized for complications 
related to his inoperable cancer — [but] his name came up over and over. More to the 
point, the entire event was infused with McCain’s worldview: The belief that it is possible 
for public-spirited officials to act in the interests of America and America’s allies, and not 
themselves; that democracy remains a political system worth supporting and spreading; 
that there are some things all Americans share, no matter what their political orientation. 
 
Like Cicero, McCain now stands for a set of ideals, expressed in his action and his 
words. His refusal to use his status as an admiral’s son to get out of a POW camp 
during the Vietnam War; his principled opposition to the use of torture; his efforts to 
reach a bipartisan agreement on immigration; his efforts, more generally, to forge 
bipartisan consensus around foreign policy; his famous refusal, during his failed 2008 
campaign for president, to attack Barack Obama as a “Muslim” or a traitor, as many in 
his party demanded. All these are things one might very well describe in [Ciceronian 
terms] as “the effusions of an exalted patriot.” 
 
McCain would be the first to say that he didn’t always live up to all of his ideals, but his 
lifelong attempt to live them helps explain why, as he is dying, there is a sudden flurry of 
interest in McCain, a plethora of short anecdotes about McCain circulating on social 
media. This is also why people close to the White House cannot stop themselves from 
making vulgar comments or vile jokes about McCain: They know that he embodies not 
just a form of patriotism but a kind of courage and honor that [lesser men] will simply 
never have. 
 
Two men hung on crosses next to Jesus.  One of them sized up his life and had within 
him whatever was needed to accept his fate, to accept that he had brought it upon 
himself, and from there, to look to the man next to him and admire him for a life well 
lived and pity him for a fate undeserved.   
 
The other man could accept no blame, could only think of himself. From there he looked 
with a bitter envy on the other next to him.   
 
It was his choice then to use whatever appalling means he had at hand to try and 
badger his way out of a fate he deserved and could not rise above even, for a moment, 
even at the end of his life.    
Last fall I used the words of the writer, Brian Doyle to inspire us during our stewardship 
campaign.  Like John McCain, Brian also died of brain cancer.  And the bit of writing of 
his I called us to take to heart last October was his credo.  These are words that look at 



life starkly, but which, like the words of John McCain and the criminal Dismas on the 
cross next to Jesus, call us to a higher life. They call us to hope for more.   
 
Brian says …  
 
“[D]o your absolute best to find and hone and wield your divine gifts against the dark. 
[D]o your best to reach out tenderly to touch and elevate as many people as you can 
reach. [B]ring your naked love and defiant courage and salty grace to bear as much as 
you can, with all the attentiveness and humor you can muster; this is, after all, a miracle 
in which we live, and we ought to pay ferocious attention every moment, if possible.    
 
Even our last.         
 
Amen 


