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There is a wonderful moment in the film, 

‘Lawrence of Arabia’, where Lawrence and a 

young Arab boy, having ridden across the 

desert for days to give the news to the British 

High Command that the Arab army has taken 

Aqaba, go into the Officers Mess in Cairo and 

order two large glasses of lemonade. 

This is regarded as grossly insulting to the 

protocol of the Army Mess because both are 

in Arab dress and the boy is an Arab, and so 

not allowed into the Mess.  But - being 

typically Lawrence - he totally ignores 

protocol, and gives the first glass to the Arab 

boy, the ‘Wog’, who is desperately thirsty 

after barely surviving the ride across the 

desert. 

Last week we looked at recognition of people 

and trying to identify the spark of the Divine 

in each of us.  Today, I want to look at the 

recognition of need in each of us - and how we 

respond to it.  Lawrence is responding to the 

boy’s need. 

Children rapidly learn that the word ‘need’ is 

more evocative than the word, ‘want’, and 

possibly more likely to get them what they are 

after.  However, most of us who have had 

children know only too well how the desperate 

plea for a pocket knife or an iPad, accompanied 



by the plaintive cry of, ‘But Dad/Mum - I 

really need it!’ doesn’t cut a whole lot of ice.  

Nevertheless, the recognition of real need is 

not always so easy either.  Whilst it is true 

that they may feel it’s cool to have a pocket 

knife or an iPad, there is also an underlying 

need for acceptance within their peer group.  I 

remember well when I was at boarding school 

in the 50’s that if you didn’t have a bicycle, 

you couldn’t join in a whole lot of games and 

activities.  It took some time for me to 

persuade my parents that I needed a bike.  I 

was quite happy with an old second hand one.  

There were, of course, those with new and 

fancy ones that had just begun to have gears 

on them, but mine was an old bike that 

someone had found in a shed and my father 

had cleaned up for me.  It was good enough. 

There are obvious needs - hunger, thirst, 

shelter, comfort and care - but even these we 

often don’t recognize. 

The street people who have to resort to 

dumpster diving are not all hopeless vagrants 

or junkies looking for someone to mug for 

their next fix. 

I have had the privilege to meet and work with 

some street people, and they all have their 

stories.  Sometimes it is true that they could 

have had things work out better for them if 

they had played their cards better, or thought 

before they acted - or swung that punch - but 



which of us has not made a foolish decision and 

lived to regret it? 

I am reading a book at present called, ‘Joy’, 

which is a dialogue and interview with the Dalai 

Lama and Desmond Tutu.  In it, the two men 

are in agreement that humans are basically 

kind people who show compassion.  It is those 

who don’t who make the headlines, because bad 

news sells newspapers.  We love to ‘tut, tut’, 

and say, ‘isn’t that awful?’ and ‘how could 

they?’  But deep down, even when someone has 

been threatening me, it is usually because they 

themselves are frightened of something. 

But my plumb line is showing me that I am 

getting off the track a bit here. 

One of the laughs we had in AA in the last 

couple of weeks was over our tendency to hurl 

insults at drivers who cut us up and generally 

drive like prize idiots looking for somewhere 

to crash.  One of our group said that he has 

stopped swearing at these people, and instead 

has trained himself to say, ‘God bless you.’ 

Well, he’s doing a lot better than me - 

although I tend to keep my expletives to 

myself - but he’s doing a whole lot better than 

my wife, who will happily lecture such drivers 

at high volume even when they are, by now,  

halfway to Hope. 

Asked what he did when faced with the same 

problem, Archbishop Tutu said, ‘You have some 



amazing drivers around here!’  He tried to 

imagine that the 4-wheeled lunatic was on an 

emergency call, or his wife was about to 

deliver a baby - or some such benign and 

reasonable event.  So the need there was that 

we learn to forgive such people. 

Just recently, one of our grandsons found a 

girlfriend.  He is 10, so not about to molest 

her significantly - but her parents decided 

that they didn’t approve of the friendship.  

Hannah said that it was because they were 

‘ultra-religious’.  She felt that she was being 

snubbed because she was a single mum with 

tattoos, who worked as a massage therapist.  I 

suspect that they put two and two together 

and made 5 at least.  It was very hurtful.  It 

also reminded me of a friend of mine in South 

Africa who was busy ignoring a pan-handler at 

a robot, and turning to me in the car, saying 

with a smile - ‘NQOT, Phil’. That meant, ‘Not 

quite our type.’ 

But that’s not quite right though, is it? 

If we work on the premise of the Dalai Lama 

and Desmond Tutu, our basic humanity binds us 

irrevocably to that man or woman in need.  We 

are part and parcel of the 7 billion humans on 

this planet - and working on the ‘better than’ 

or ‘worse than’ philosophy will only alienate us 

from our fellow brothers and sisters.  Seeing 

ourselves as different is what brings about 



the loneliness and elitist attitudes in the 

world.  The Dalai Lama would constantly remind 

himself that the person in front of him was a 

human being - just like him - and so worthy of 

respect.  If he had constantly been reminding 

himself how there was only one Dalai Lama in 

the world - and he was IT, then there would 

have been no possibility of any connection. 

Really, this is ultimately what the story of the 

Good Samaritan is all about; the priest and the 

Levite saw themselves as ‘different’, and the 

victim as some sort of low-life, who probably 

brought the attack on himself - as we often 

tend to assume rape victims do. 

The Samaritan saw the injured man as just 

that - an injured man, who needed help, and he 

was in a position to give it.  He could probably 

see himself in such a position of need one day, 

and would hope that someone would come to 

his aid. 

This is all tied up with the concept of Ubuntu, 

the quality of compassion and humanity that 

binds all of us together. 

I am not saying that we must all stop at every 

roadside crash and try and deal with it 

ourselves, but what I am saying is that we 

must learn to recognize need better - even 

when it is much less obvious.   



The angry person who is really just feeling 

rejected; the bully who has to put up a front 

because he or she is really scared of their own 

shadow; the show-off who has to be the best 

at everything because they are afraid of their 

own failure; the cold and distant person who 

has not yet learnt how to let someone hug 

them. 

When we read the injunction of Jesus in 

Matthew; ‘ For I was hungry and you gave me 

something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave 

me something to drink, I was a stranger and 

you invited me in,  I needed clothes and you 

clothed me, I was sick and you looked after 

me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

  “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘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 I tell you, 

whatever you did for one of the least of these 

brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’ 

Once we can learn to see our fellow human 

beings - not as different, but as just the same 

as us, with the same needs and wants and loves 

and hopes - then we will begin to recognize 

their needs, and maybe start to wash their 

feet.


