
Sweet Deliverance
A Lenten Reader





Sweet Deliverance: A Lenten Reader     1 

 

Table of Contents 
 

Introduction by Rev. Chris Breslin .......................................................... 2 

Ash Wednesday Evangelism by Lauren F. Winner .................................... 3 

The Sign by the Highway by Frederick Buechner ..................................... 6 

The Perfect Penitent by C.S. Lewis ......................................................... 12 

Father, Forgive Them by Peter Storey .................................................... 16 

Present (with thanks to Tony Campolo) by Luci Shaw............................... 19 

I Thirst by Stanley Hauerwas.............................................................. 21 

The End by Timothy Keller ................................................................ 25 

The Criminals With Him by Karl Barth ................................................ 36 

Jesus Dies on the Cross by Henri Nouwen.............................................. 42 

The Easter Vocation by N.T. Wright ..................................................... 44 
 



Sweet Deliverance: A Lenten Reader     2 

 

 

 

 

The following readings are meant to be read devotionally throughout the 
season of Lent.  Lent is the traditional season of preparation, leading up to Easter 
Sunday. During Lent we do more than give up chocolate (though we may choose 
to do so), rather we choose small practices of freedom and liberation.  These are 
but small changes in our behavior that jar our bodies and imaginations out of the 
patterns of sin and death to which we so easily default and towards the 
forgiveness, grace, and possibility of the Cross and Resurrection. 

Included in these readings are sermons, poems, book chapters, and 
devotionals.  They are written by Christians past and present, clergy and lay, male 
and female, all with an eye on not just understanding God’s work through Christ 
on the Cross for our sake, but with hopes that the reader be completely undone 
and then reshaped by what God has done and how we fit into that Story.  

These passages deal with weighty themes such as atonement, sin, 
forgiveness, salvation, judgment, reconciliation, and ultimately resurrection.  My 
hope is that you’ll read and be drawn into a new way of thinking, a new way of 
being, and most importantly, a renewed relationship and obedience to Christ, our 
Lord. 

Along with this reader, you can download, for free, a short album of live 
hymns and songs from our 2013 Good Friday service: music.allgather.org. May 
they too supplement your devotion this Lent, inspiring, by the Spirit, repentance, 
love, and a new appreciation of the beauty of God’s grace expressed in Christ’s 
broken body. 

Rev. Chris Breslin 
Ash Wednesday 2014 
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Ash Wednesday Evangelism by Lauren F. Winner 
(Excerpted from her book, Girl Meets God) 

 

 The imposition of ashes on Ash Wednesday is nothing if not bold. 

 The whole day is bold. There is a bold gash of ecclesiastical purple 
hanging on the wall of my Puritan-white simple Episcopal church. Our rector, 
Milind, wears an equally startling purple chasuble, which he will wear for all of 
Lent. It is a bold liturgy the Book of Common Prayer suggests we recite: to 
acknowledge that “we are of dust and to dust we shall return,” and to proclaim 
our chosen-ness as the children of God anyway. 

 But the ashes are boldest of all. A dark and undeniable slash across your 
forehead, a bold proclamation of death and resurrection all at once. You forget 
that it is on your forehead and you walk out of church, out into the world, a living 
reminder that Christ died for us. The cross Milind makes on my forehead on Ash 
Wednesday is no polite, small slice of silver dangling around my neck easily 
slipped behind my blouse. The ash cross is bold, and undeniable. 

 I forget it is there, sashay out of church without thinking about it, until I 
get stares on the subway. There might be some neighborhoods in New York 
where forehead crosses on Ash Wednesday are commonplace. But on my subway, 
full of sophisticated Upper Westsiders, I see only one other person on the whole 
train with ashes.  Some people stare at me. One smiles sadly. And I shift, 
wondering what they wonder. 

 When l get to campus, I feel truly uncomfortable. Columbia, its charming 
chapel notwithstanding, is a place devoted to different type of truths, not so eager 
to proclaim this one. 

 Evangelizing, if it means handing out tracts, is not something I do. I don't 
ever casually swing my arm around a friend’s shoulders, look meaningfully into 
her eyes, and ask, “Susie, if you were hit by a bus tomorrow, would you go to 
Heaven?” When I come face-to-face with Jesus’ commission to the disciples to go 
and spread the word around the world, I wince. For I know I am not even 
spreading it around Morningside Heights.  

 I take comfort in the church's current affection for what is politely called 
"lifestyle evangelism."  Being a lifestyle evangelist doesn't require handing out 
tracts; it just requires living a good, God-fearing, Gospel-exuding life. I like to 
assume that most people know I am a Christian and when they see that I am 
sometimes joyful and sometimes peaceful when they are not, they will want to 
know my secret. 
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 Walking around with a cross of ashes on your forehead is another matter 
altogether. I feel unhidden, uncloseted; I feel embarrassed. Late at night I dash to 
the library to return an overdue book, and I run into a classmate and as we stand 
chatting she fishes a tissue out of her purse. “You know, you have a smudge on 
your forehead; here, let me help you wipe it off.” 

 "Ah, well, actually,” I mutter, "actually, it’s supposed to be there. It's Ash 
Wednesday today, you know.” She looks at me blankly. "A Christian holiday," I 
say. Her gaze is still blank. "Christian," I say louder, imagining I might be living 
before Constantine. "It inaugurates Lent, the season that culminates in Easter. 
The priest puts these cross ashes on everyone’s forehead to remind us that Christ 
died for our sins.” 

 It wasn't the only conversation I'd had that day sparked by my cross. A 
student I didn't know had approached me in the morning and asked me where she 
could go to church; another student, more hostile, wanted to know what business I 
had trying to teach undergraduates to think critically when I, an ash-sporting 
Christian, obviously didn't think critically myself. A third student, whom I knew 
only in passing, sat me down, burst into tears, and told me that her parents were 
divorcing. Does this happen to nuns walking down the streets in their habits, I 
wondered? And I ran into an old friend whom I hadn't seen since college. "When 
did you trade in Judaism for Jesus?" she asked, initiating a conversation in which I 
explained not only when, but why. 

 I had been prepared for Ash Wednesday to be intense. I had been 
prepared to feel something profound or moving when Milind told me I was dust. I 
was not prepared for it to be a day of unavoidable evangelism. 

 It may have been failed evangelism. None of these students, after all, knelt 
with me and prayed the Sinner’s Prayer. But I consoled myself that it might not 
have been a total failure. After all, before I became a Christian, many people said 
many things to me that didn't result in my immediate conversion, but over time 
they added up. 

Maybe just knowing that a normal-seeming graduate student at an Ivy 
League school is willing to proclaim, at least one day a year, that she is a 
Christian, will lodge somewhere in some student’s heart. 

 The day reminded me, actually, of the Passover Seder. I suppose that is 
fitting, since the Seder is about commemorating liberation and Ash Wednesday 
inaugurates the season that culminates in the greatest liberation of all, the 
resurrection of Christ from the dead. 

 At the Seder, you do all sorts of strange things- you drink four cups of 
wine, you eat bitter herbs, you eat unleavened bread. There is a specific reason for 
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each: The horseradish recalls the bitterness of slavery in Egypt; the unleavened 
bread helps you remember the Israelites who, in their haste to flee, did not have 
time to let bread rise. But the rabbis teach us there is a more general reason for all 
these curious culinary gestures. They are intended to stimulate the interest of 
children. Kids at the table will notice that something out of the ordinary is going 
on- they don't partake of bitter herbs and flat bread every night- and they will ask 
why the family isn't eating the usual dinner rolls or pumpernickel loaves. Then 
their parents will have an opening to tell them the story of what God did for the 
Jews in Egypt. 

 The cross on our foreheads is meant to be a dramatic reminder to 
ourselves- and it is that. When Milind looks at me and says, "Remember that you 
are dust and to dust you shall return," I know what God did for me. He not only 
created me, He then poured out His grace upon me in the blood of His Son. Me, 
a bunch of dust! 

 But the cross also stimulates other people’s questions. It provides an 
unmistakable opportunity- even obligation- to witness. 

 Since no one came to faith as a result of my ashes, maybe my Ash 
Wednesday evangelism wasn't a rousing success. But it was successful if success 
means that it did some spiritual work on me. I was brought face-to-face with my 
own discomfort about being a Christian on a secular campus, and I was brought 
just a few steps closer to shedding that discomfort. I sometimes daydream about 
teaching at a Christian college, where I wouldn't have to deal with this particular 
anxiety. It would be a given, rather than a surprise, that I called myself a follower 
of Jesus. 

 But God seems to have placed me, at least for the time being, at 
Columbia. I suspect He didn't place me here just to get an education and a fancy 
degree, but also to be a little salt, a little leaven to the loaf. The challenge, as I 
enter Lent, is to be this bold in my proclamation of the Gospel all year. 
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The Sign by the Highway by Frederick Buechner 
(Excerpted from his book, The Hungering Dark) 

Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. And 
when they came to the place, which is called The Skull, there they crucified him, and the 
criminals, one on the right and one on the left. And Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they 
know not what they do." And they cast lots to divide his garments. And the people stood by, 
watching; but the rulers scoffed at him, saying, "He saved others; let him save himself, if he is the 
Christ of God, his Chosen One" The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him 
vinegar, and saying, If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself" There was also an inscription 
over him, This is the King of the Jews. One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, 
saying, "Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us." But the other rebuked him, saying, "Do 
you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed justly; 
for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong." And he 
said, "Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingly power." And he said to him, "Truly, I 
say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise."  

(Luke 23:32-43) 

 A man drives along the highway in his car or a bus, or alongside the 
highway in a train, and he sees this and that: the signs and billboards-BURMA 
SHAVE, CHILDREN GO SLOW, PRINCE of PIZZA. He sees the wash 
hanging out back; the reflection in the window of his own face whipped by the 
telephone poles that rush by or the dusty trees. And then maybe once in a while 
he looks up at the side of a cliff so high that he does not know how anybody ever 
got up there to do it, or at the concrete abutment of a bridge, and he sees written 
out in large, clumsy letters, usually done in white paint that has trickled down 
from the bottoms of the letters as though they were falling apart or melting, the 
message Jesus Saves --just that, JESUS SAVES -with all the other signs going on 
with whatever they are saying, too. And if that man is like most of the people I 
know, including myself much of the time and in many ways, he will wince at the 
message; and that is really a very strange and interesting thing, both the message 
and the wincing. 

 God only knows what kind of a person must have crawled up there with 
his bucket and brush to slap the words on: a man or a woman, young or old, 
drunk or sober, by daylight or dark. And God only knows what reason he may 
have had for doing it, just that way, just there. But in our strange times, among 
people more or less like us, the effect at least of the words is clear enough: Jesus 
Salves. The effect more or less is that we do wince. And one way or another, I 
believe, wince because we are embarrassed, and embarrassed for all kinds of 
reasons.  
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 Embarrassed because the words remind us of old-time religion and the 
sawdust trail and pulpit-pounding, corn-belt parsons, of evangelism in the sense of 
emotionalism and fundamentalism. We wince because there is something in the 
name Jesus itself that embarrasses us when it stands naked and alone like that, just 
Jesus with no title to soften the blow. It seems to me that the words Christ saves 
would not bother us half so much because they have a kind of objective, 
theological ring to them, whereas Jesus saves seems cringingly, painfully personal-
somebody named Jesus, of all names, saving somebody named whatever your 
name happens to be. It is something very personal written up in a place that is 
very public, like the names of lovers carved into the back of a park bench or on an 
outhouse wall.  

 Maybe Jesus Saves written up there on the cliff or the abutment of the 
bridge is embarrassing because in one way or another religion in general has 
become embarrassing: embarrassing to the unreligious man because, although he 
does not have it any more, he has never really rooted it out of his soul either, and 
it still festers there as a kind of reproach; embarrassing to the religious man 
because, although in one form or another he still does have it, it seldom looks 
more threadbare or beside the point than when you set it against very much the 
same kind of seventy-five-mile-per-hour, neon-lit, cluttered and clamorous world 
that is represented by the highway that the sign itself looks down upon there. And 
maybe at a deeper level still, Jesus Saves is embarrassing because if you can hear it 
at all through your wincing, if any part at all of what it is trying to mean gets 
through, what it says to everybody who passes by and most importantly and 
unforgivably of all, of course, what it says to you is that you need to be saved. Rich 
man, poor man; young man, old man; educated and uneducated; religious and 
unreligious-the word is in its way an offense to all of them, all of us, because what 
it Says in effect to all of us is you have no peace inside your skin. You are not 
happy, not whole. That is an unpardonable thing to say to a man whether it is 
true or false but especially if it is true because there he is, trying so hard to be 
happy, all of us are, to find some kind of inner peace and all in all maybe not 
making too bad a job of it considering the odds, so that what could be worse 
psychologically, humanly, than to say to him what amounts to you will never 
make it. You have not and you will not, at least not without help. And what could 
be more presumptuous, more absurd, more pathetic, than for some poor fool with 
a cut-rate brush and a bucket of white paint to claim that the one to give that help 
is Jesus. If he said God, at least that would be an idea, and if you reject it, it is only 
an idea that you are rejecting on some kind of intellectual grounds. But by saying 
Jesus he puts it on a level where what you accept or reject is not an idea at all but 
a person; where what you accept or reject, however dim and far away and 
disfigured by time, is still just barely recognizable as a human face. Because 
behind the poor fool with his bucket there always stands of course the Prince of 
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Fools himself, blessed be he, in his own way more presumptuous, more absurd 
and pathetic than anyone has ever managed to be since. 

 Jesus Saves...And the bad thief, the one who according to tradition was 
strung up on his left, managed to choke out the words that in one form or another 
men have been choking out ever since whenever they have found themselves 
crossed up by the world: Are you the Christ? Then save yourself and us. With the 
accent on the us. If you are Saviour, whatever that means, then why don't you 
save us, whatever that involves, save us from whatever it is that crosses us all up 
before were done, from the world without and the world within that crosses us all 
out. Save us from and for and in the midst of the seventy-five-mile-per-hour, 
neon-lit crisscross of roads that we all travel in this world. And then the good thief, 
the one on his right, rebuked the bad one for what he had said angrily, and then 
in effect said it again himself, only not angrily, God knows not angrily-said, Jesus, 
remember me when you come in your kingly power. And finally the words of 
Jesus answer, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise,” which 
are words no less crude than the ones trickling down the cliffside, in their way no 
less presumptuous, absurd, pathetic; words that express no theological idea as an 
idea, but words that it took a mouth of flesh to say and an ear of flesh to hear. I 
can imagine that the guards who had been posted there to see that the execution 
was carried out properly might themselves have felt something like 
embarrassment and turned away from the sheer lunacy of the scene. 

 Such a one as that save me? That one-spindle-shanked and crackpot who 
thinks he is Gods son, bloodshot and drunk with his own torture, no less crossed 
up, crossed out than any other mothers son. Such a one as that -Jesus, scrawled up 
there on the concrete among the four-letter words and the names of lovers? Only 
somehow then, little by little, a deeper secret of the embarrassment begins to show 
through: not, can such a one as that save me, but, can such a one as that save me? 
Because I suspect that at its heart the painful wincing is directed less to the 
preposterousness of the claim that Jesus saves than it is directed to the 
preposterousness of the claim that people like ourselves are savable-not that we 
are such sinners that we do not deserve saving, but that we are so much ourselves, 
so hopelessly who we are--no better, no worse-that we wonder if it is possible for 
us to be saved. I suspect that the reason why the name Jesus embarrasses us when 
it stands naked is that it inevitably if only half consciously recalls to us our own 
names, our own nakedness. Jesus saves whom? Saves Joe. Saves Charlie. Saves 
Ellen. Saves me, saves you -just the names without any Mr. or Mrs., without any 
degrees or titles or social security numbers; just who we are, no more, no less. I 
suspect that it is at our own nakedness that we finally wince. And I suspect also 
that we know that in one sense anyway the words are right -right at least that, 
Jesus or no Jesus, something of great importance in our lives is missing, the one 
piece that all the other pieces have got to fit into if the entire picture of who we 
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are is going to come together and be whole. Something whose name we do not 
know is missing, in the same way that sometimes in a room with friends we have 
the unaccountable feeling that some person is missing, someone who is supposed 
to be there and whom we need and want to be there even though we cannot think 
who it is and know him only by his absence. 

 The message on the cliffside calls us by name, and it is at our own names 
that I believe we wince most painfully be- cause we know that we are less than our 
names: we are our names minus whatever belongs in the empty place. And the 
question a man is apt to ask in the darkest moments of his life is what salvation 
can there be, from anywhere, for the man who is less than his name.  

 A friend of mine had a dream that I think was a dream about this 
question. He dreamed that he was standing in an open place out under the sky, 
and there was a woman also standing there dressed in some coarse material like 
burlap. He could not see her face distinctly, but the impression that he had was 
that she was beautiful, and he went up to her and asked her a question. This 
friend of mine described himself to me once as a believing unbeliever, and the 
question that he asked her was the same one that Pontius Pilate asked Jesus, only 
he did not ask it the way you can imagine Pilate did -urbanely, with his eyes 
narrowed -but instead he asked it with great urgency as if his life depended on the 
answer, as perhaps it did. He went up to the woman in his dream and asked, 
“What is the truth?" Then he reached out for her hand, and she took it. Only 
instead of a hand, she had the claw of a bird, and as she answered his question, 
she grasped his hand so tightly in that claw that the pain was almost unendurable 
and prevented him from hearing her answer. So again he asked her, “What is the 
truth?" and again she pressed his hand, and again the pain drowned out her 
words. And then once more, a third time, and once more the terrible pain and 
behind it the answer that he could not hear. And the dream ended. What is the 
truth for the man who believes and cannot believe that there is a truth beyond all 
truths, to know which is to be himself made whole and true? 

 A child on Christmas Eve or on the day before his birthday lives for the 
presents that he will open the next day, and in this sense we all live like children. 
There are so many presents still to be opened-tomorrow, next month, next year-
and in a way it is our looking forward to the presents that keeps us going. The 
unexpected friendship, the new job, seeing our names in the paper, falling in love, 
the birth of a child-all of these are presents that life gives if we want them badly 
enough and if we are lucky enough, and in a way every new day is a present to be 
opened just as today was and tomorrow will be. The old saying is that where there 
is life, there is hope, and I think that the hope that there is, is the hope that if not 
tomorrow or the next day, then some fine day, somehow, life will finally give us 
the present which, when we open it, will turn out to be the one that we have 
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waited for so long, which is the one that will fill the empty place, which is the 
peace that passeth all understanding, which is the truth, salvation, whatever we 
want to call it. But one by one, as we open the presents, no matter how rich and 
wondrous they are, we discover that no one of them by itself, nor even all of them 
taken together, is the one of our deepest desiring--that ultimately, although her 
face is beautiful and draws us to her, life by herself does not have that final present 
to give. And to know that is the pain of it as again and again we reach out our 
hands to life for what we need most deeply, only to have it seized in the terrible 
grasp. My friend in his dream asked, “What is the truth?" and it might have 
seemed that the answer was the pain itself; that the ultimate truth is the pain of 
discovering that there is no ultimate truth. Except that beyond the pain was the 
answer that, because of the pain, he could not hear. 

 What is the truth? Take my hand. The truth is not in my hand. It is not 
mine to give, is not life’s to give. What is the truth? It is not the answer to any 
question that we know how to ask. Can there be a truth that saves, can there be 
salvation, for those who have learned of life not to believe in salvation? Only on 
the other side of pain, the dream said. On the other side of the pained 
embarrassment at the words “Jesus saves,” which at its heart is a pained 
embarrassment at our own nakedness and incompleteness. On the other side of 
the bird-claw pain that brought tears to the eyes of the dreamer, which is the pain 
of hope betrayed. On the other side of the pain of the good thief, which is the pain 
of surrender, the pain of acknowledging finally our utter helplessness to save 
ourselves.  On the depths of his own pain the good thief said, “Jesus, remember 
me when you come in your kingly power. Remember me. Remember me.” 

 Jesus said, “I will.” He said, preposterously, “Today you will be with me in 
Paradise.” Spindle-shanked and crackpot, Mary's boy, God's son, flattened out on 
the face of a cliff, like a spider he scrambles up past the four-letter words and the 
names of lovers to slap up his preposterous pitch- Jesus Saves -and the 
preposterousness, the vulgarity almost, of those words that make us wince is 
finally, of course, the vulgarity of God himself. The vulgarity of a God who adorns 
the sky at sunrise and sundown with colors no decent painter would dream of 
placing together on a single canvas, the vulgarity of a God who created a world 
full of hybrids like us -half ape, half human -and who keeps breaking back into the 
muck of this world. The vulgarity of a God who was born into a cave among hicks 
and the steaming dung of beasts only to grow up and die on a cross between 
crooks. The vulgarity of a God who tampers with the lives of crooks, of clowns like 
me to the point where we come among crooks and clowns like you with white 
paint and a brush of our own and nothing more profound to say, nothing more 
precious and crucial to say finally, than just, “Yes, it is true. He does save. Jesus. 
He gives life, he makes whole, and if you choose to be, you will be with him in 
Paradise.” 
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 If it is not true, then all our religion or lack of it is only futility, busy-ness. If 
it is true, then it is we who are the crackpots, the preposterous of the earth, if we 
do not draw near to him who saves. How? I do not know, except that through 
wanting to draw near, we have already drawn nearer. Through the moments of 
our own lives when something of his truth, his life, breaks through as it does in the 
sign by the highway and our wincing at it, as it breaks through in the sight of our 
own lonely and searching and most unsaved faces when we see them reflected in 
the train window whipped by the telegraph poles, as it breaks through in the 
occasional dream that is a holy dream. Moments like these. 

 How do we draw near? Through the prayers not just that we pray in a 
church, God knows, but through the anytime, anywhere prayer that is 
“Remember me, even though I don't remember you.” That is :What is the truth?” 
which is also a prayer. We draw near to him by following him even on clumsy and 
reluctant feet and without knowing more than two cents worth at first about what 
is involved in following him into the seventy-five-mile-per-hour, neon-lit pain of 
our world. 

 And if he is the truth and the life, we will find it out soon enough for 
ourselves, you can be sure of that, if we want to find it out, if we are willing to 
draw near in whatever idiotic way we can, all our reservations and doubts 
notwithstanding, because little by little we find out then that to be where he is, to 
go where he goes, to see through eyes and work with hands like his, is to feel like 
ourselves at last, is to become fully ourselves at last and fully each other at last, 
and to become finally more even than that: to become fully his at last. 

 

Almighty and everlasting God, 

Only speak to us that we may hear thee.  Then speak to us again and yet again so that when in 
our hearts we answer thee by saying No, we may at least know well to whom we say it, and what 
it costs us to say it, and what it costs our brothers, and what it costs thee.  And when at those 
moments that we can never foretell we say Yes to thee, forgive our halfheartedness, accept us as we 
are, work thy miracle within us, and of that grace give us strength to follow wherever love may 
lead. 

We bless thee for him who shows us the way and is the way and who will be, we pray, at the end 
of all of our ways,  Grant that even on stumbling feet we may follow him into the terrible needs of 
the human heart.  Remember us.  Remember us.  For thy mercy’s sake.  Amen. 
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The Perfect Penitent by C.S. Lewis 
(Excerpted from his book, Mere Christianity) 

 

 We are faced, then, with a frightening alternative. This man we are talking 
about either was (and is) just what He said or else a lunatic, or something worse. 
Now it seems to me obvious that He was neither a lunatic nor a fiend: and 
consequently, however strange or terrifying or unlikely it may seem, I have to 
accept the view that He was and is God. God has landed on this enemy-occupied 
world in human form. 

 And now, what was the purpose of it all? What did He come to do? Well, 
to teach, of course; but as soon as you look into the New Testament or any other 
Christian writing you will find they are constantly talking about something 
different-about His death and His coming to life again. It is obvious that 
Christians think the chief point of the story lies here. They think the main thing 
He came to earth to do was to suffer and be killed. 

 Now before I became a Christian l was under the impression that the first 
thing Christians had to believe was one particular theory as to what the point of 
this dying was. According to that theory God wanted to punish men for having 
deserted and joined the Great Rebel, but Christ volunteered to be punished 
instead, and so God let us off. 

Now l admit that even this theory does not seem to me quite so immoral 
and so silly as it used to; but that is not the point I want to make. What I came to 
see later on was that neither this theory nor any other is Christianity. The central 
Christian belief is that Christ's death has somehow put us right with God and 
given us a Fresh start. Theories as to how it did this are another matter. A good 
many different theories have been held as to how it works; what all Christians are 
agreed on is that it does work. l will tell you what l think it is like. All sensible 
people know that if you are tired and hungry a meal will do you good. But the 
modern theory of nourishment-all about the vitamins and proteins- is a different 
thing. People ate their dinners and felt better long before the theory of vitamins 
was ever heard of: and if the theory of vitamins is some day abandoned they will 
go on eating their dinners just the same. Theories about Christ's death are not 
Christianity: they are explanations about how it works. Christians would not all 
agree as to how important these theories are. My own Church -the Church of 
England -does not lay down any one of them as the right one. The Church of 
Rome goes a bit further. But I think they will all agree that the thing itself is 
infinitely more important than any explanations that theologians have produced. I 
think they would probably admit that no explanation will ever be quite adequate 
to the reality. But as I said in the preface to this book, I am only a layman, and at 
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this point we are getting into deep water. I can only tell you, for what it is worth, 
how I, personally, look at the matter. 

 On my view the theories are not themselves the thing you are asked to 
accept. Many of you no doubt have read Jeans or Eddington. What they do when 
they want to explain the atom, or something of that sort, is to give you a 
description out of which you can make a mental picture. But then they warn you 
that this picture is not what the scientists actually believe. What the scientists 
believe is a mathematical formula. The pictures are there only to help you to 
understand the formula. They are not really true in the way the formula is; they 
do not give you the real thing but only something more or less like it. They are 
only meant to help, and if they do not help you can drop them. The thing itself 
cannot be pictured, it can only be expressed mathematically. We are in the same 
boat here. We believe that the death of Christ is just that point in history at which 
something absolutely unimaginable from outside shows through into our own 
world. And if we cannot picture even the atoms of which our own world is built, 
of course we are not going to be able to picture this. Indeed, if we found that we 
could fully understand it, that very fact would show it was not what it professes to 
be -the inconceivable, the uncreated, the thing from beyond nature, striking down 
into nature like lightning. You may ask what good will it be to us if we do not 
understand it. But that is easily answered. A man can eat his dinner without 
understanding exactly how feed nourishes him. A man can accept what Christ has 
done without knowing how it works: indeed, he certainly would not know how it 
works until he has accepted it. 

 We are told that Christ was killed for us, that His death has washed out 
our sins, and that by dying He disabled death itself. That is the formula. That is 
Christianity. That is what has to be believed. Any theories we build up as to how 
Christ's death did all this are, in my view, quite secondary: mere plans or 
diagrams to be left alone if they do not help us, and, even if they do help us, not to 
be confused with the thing itself. All the same, some of these theories are worth 
looking at.  

 The one most people have heard is the one I mentioned before-the one 
about our being let off because Christ had volunteered to bear a punishment 
instead of us. Now on the face of it that is a very silly theory. If God was prepared 
to let us off, why on earth did He not do so? And what possible point could there 
be in punishing an innocent person instead? None at all that I can see, if you are 
thinking of punishment in the police-court sense. On the other hand, if you think 
of a debt, there is plenty of point in a person who has some assets paying it on 
behalf of someone who has not. Or if you take "paying the penalty, not in the 
sense of being punished, but in the more general sense of "standing the racket" or 
"footing the bill," then, of course, it is a matter of common experience that, when 
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one person has got himself into a hole, the trouble of getting him out usually falls 
on a kind friend. 

 Now what was the sort of hole man had got himself into? He had tried to 
set up on his own, to behave as if he belonged to himself. In other words, fallen 
man is not simply an imperfect creature who needs improvement: he is a rebel 
who must lay down his arms. Laying down your arms, surrendering, saying you 
are sorry, realizing that you have been on the wrong track and getting ready to 
start life over again from the ground floor-that is the only way out of a "hole." 
This process of surrender-this movement full speed astern -is what Christians call 
repentance. Now repentance is no fun at all. It is something much harder than 
merely eating humble pie. It means unlearning all the self-conceit and self-will 
that we have been training ourselves into for thousands of years. It means killing 
part yourself, undergoing a kind of death. In fact, it needs a good man to repent. 
And here comes the catch. Only a bad person needs to repent: only a good person 
can repent perfectly. The worse you are the more you need it and the less you can 
do it. The only person who could do it perfectly would be a perfect person -and he 
would not need it. 

 Remember, this repentance, this willing submission to humiliation and a 
kind of death, is not something God demands of you before He will take you back 
and which He could let you or if He chose: it is simply a description of what going 
back to Him is like. If you ask God to take you back without it, you are really 
asking Him to let you go back without going back. It cannot happen. Very well, 
then, we must go through with it. But the same badness which makes us need it, 
makes us unable to do it. Can we do it if God helps us? Yes, but what we mean 
when we talk of God helping us? We mean God putting into us a bit of Himself, 
so to speak. He lends us a little of His reasoning powers and that is how we think. 
He puts a little of His love into us and that is how we love one another. When you 
teach a child writing, you hold its hand while it forms the letters: that is, it forms 
the letters because you are forming them. We love and reason because God loves 
and reasons and holds our hand while we do it. Now if we had not fallen, that 
would be all plain sailing. But unfortunately we now need God's help in order to 
do something which God, in His own nature. never does at all- to surrender, to 
suffer, to submit, to die. Nothing in Gods nature corresponds to this process at all. 
So that the one road for which we now need God's leadership most of all is a road 
God, in His own nature, has never walked. God can share only what He has: this 
thing, in His own nature, He has not. 

 But supposing God became a man- suppose our human nature which can 
suffer and die was amalgamated with Gods nature in one person -then that person 
could help us. He could surrender His will, and suffer and die, because He was 
man; and He could do it perfectly because He was God. You and I can go 
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through this process only if God does it in us; but God can do it only if He 
becomes man. Our attempts at this dig will succeed only if we men share in Gods 
dying, just as our thinking can succeed only because it is a drop out of the ocean 
of His intelligence: but we cannot share Gods dying unless God dies; and He 
cannot die except by being a man. That is the sense in which He pays our debt, 
and suffers for us what He Himself need not suffer at all. 

 I have heard some people complain that if Jesus was God as well as man, 
then His sufferings and death lose all value in their eyes, "because it must have 
been so easy for him." Others may (very rightly) rebuke the ingratitude and 
ungraciousness of this objection; what staggers me is the misunderstanding it 
betrays. In one sense, of course, those who make it are right. They have even 
understated their own case. The perfect submission, the perfect suffering, the 
perfect death were not only easier to Jesus because He was God, but were possible 
only because He was God. But surely that is a very odd reason for not accepting 
them? The teacher is able to form the letters for the child because the teacher is 
grown-up and knows how to write. That, of course, makes it easier for the teacher; 
and only because it is easier for him can he help the child. If it rejected him 
because "it's easy for grown-ups" and waited to learn writing from another child 
who could not write itself (and so had no "unfair" advantage), it would not get on 
very quickly. If I am drowning in a rapid river, a man who still has one foot on the 
bank may give me a hand which saves my life. Ought I to shout back (between my 
gasps) "No, it's not fair! You have an advantage! You're keeping one foot on the 
bank"? That advantage -call it "unfair" if you like -is the only reason why he can 
be of any use to me. To what will you look for help if you will not look to that 
which is stronger than yourself? 

 Such is my own way of looking at what Christians call the Atonement. But 
remember this is only one more picture. Do not mistake it for the thing itself: and 
if it does not help you, drop it. 
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Father, Forgive Them by Peter Storey 
(Excerpted from his book of Holy Week reflections, Listening at Golgotha) 

 

Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. When they 
came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his 
right and one on his left. Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they 

are doing.” 

 (Luke 23:32-34) 

 

We know what they were doing! They were busy with things only too 
familiar to our world: the greed that sells a friend for money, the fear that denies 
one's leader for survival: the Cynicism that smears an innocent for political gain, 
the cruelty that tortures a prisoner for entertainment, the expediency that washes 
its hands of moral decision making; the mob spirit that exults in a victim's 
suffering, the stupidity that calls good evil and evil good. That’s what they were 
doing. If they didn’t know it, we do. We know about this stuff. 

More important is what Jesus was doing. 

Jesus was about to die, and he would die as he had lived. A special 
wholeness of being happens when a person’s thoughts, words, and deeds all come 
together to tell the same story. That sort of congruence is what we call integrity. 
For most of us, no matter how ardently we seek it, total integrity eludes us. Our 
deeds too often fall short of our declared intentions; many of our words bear no 
resemblance to what we are really thinking at the time: and some of our thoughts 
must simply remain veiled in shame. 

Jesus was different. Jesus taught as he believed, lived as he taught, and died 
as he lived. His life was one of seamless integrity. When his hands were pinned 
excruciatingly to the wood and he cried: "Forgive them, Father" Jesus was living 
out in his dying one the hardest of his own teachings: “Love your enemies and 
pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in 
heaven” (Matthew 5:44-45). 

Many find Jesus' teaching on enemy love and forgiveness a stumbling 
block to faith. Because we find it too difficult to practice, we dismiss it as 
unrealistic and utopian.  

We should think again, and we should pray that it is not unrealistic, 
because this congruence  of Jesus -the consistency between his teaching on 
forgiveness and his action on the cross -is really our only hope. It is all that stands 
between us and the consequences of our monumental frailty. Thank God today 
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that Jesus died as he lived, because with those words, “Father, forgive…,” he 
forgives us all, and he forgives us still. 

Even so, as we marvel at this way of forgiveness, the enemy love of Jesus 
seems beyond the reach of ordinary mortals. Yet, Jesus' mission is to be fulfilled, 
and if the world is to be any different because of him, this same spirit must find 
ways to penetrate our resistant lives. 

The Orthodox Churches have an ancient story about Good Friday that 
speaks of this need. lt tells of the blood of Jesus running down the cross and 
soaking into the ground, penetrating to the depths of the earth, until, finally it 
reaches the bones of Adam and Eve, healing them where they lie in shame. When 
we allow Calvary's forgiving stream to permeate all the way to the primal places of 
our failure, it heals us even there. It makes the difference in otherwise defeated 
lives. Ordinary people, touched by the power of the Cross, can become 
extraordinary in their capacity to love and forgive. 

Remember Stephen, the first Christian martyr. At the end of his trial, he 
looked up to heaven and said, "Look, I see the heavens opened and the Son of 
Man standing at the right hand of God!" People then set about stoning him to 
death. As he fell lo his knees under this onslaught, his dying words were, "Lord, do 
not hold this sin against ahem" (Acts 7:55-60). Stephen had received the gift of 
enemy love, the power to forgive. 

Another young man stood watch as those executioners went about their 
business. He was named Saul, and his transformation began that day. Some time 
later he too would be touched by this life-shattering experience called forgiveness. 
Struck helpless and blind, he would be at the mercy of the very people he had 
come to kill in Damascus. Then. one of them named Ananias would come right 
into Saul's lodging, greet him with the word “Brother," and restore his sight. And 
Saul would become love’s prisoner (Acts 9:2l-19). 

With those words, "Father forgive them,” a new way of life patterned by 
Jesus has been passed on from Calvary to us all. Difficult though it may be, the 
practice of enemy love lies at the center of our salvation story. Too many 
Christians fail the gospel at this crucial point, but its challenge will not go away, 
and in each generation God still gives us glimpses of Christ’s power of forgiving 
love. 

Remember when Martin Luther King Jr. and his followers in the civil 
rights movement staked their lives on the power of enemy love? Because of Jesus, 
King knew there was something more important than defeating people. He 
believed that forgiving love had the capacity to change them instead. And the 
amazing thing is that not only did he seem to live this way, but thousands of 
ordinary people believed him and did so too. They braved beatings, death threats, 
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prison, and worse, all the while holding on to King's example of refusing to hate 
those they were up against. 

In South Africa the millions of black people who suffered horrific 
indignities under the awful policy of apartheid have made forgiving their enemies 
the key to rebuilding their nation. They have put aside their primitive right to 
revenge and embraced something more costly yet much more hopeful. Over 
twenty thousand cases of torture, assassination, maiming, and other gross human 
rights violations were heard by South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, and some seven thousand perpetrators of these abuses appeared lo 
ask for forgiveness. Not a single ease of private retribution has been recorded. 
Here is a nation trusting in the spirit of pardon and reconciliation. 

And so must we. if we claim to follow Jesus, we must believe that love, not 
force, is God's mightiest weapon, that evil may seem to be rampant as it certainly 
appeared to be on Good Friday. but it is only the second strongest power in the 
universe. 

Let us pray for grace to live by these words from the Cross: “Father, 
forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” 

 

For Reflection: 

Where I am hearing this word about forgiveness spoken today? Where does this word most need to 
be spoken in my world, my life? Whom and what am I being called to forgive –really forgive? 

 

Prayer: 

Holy Jesus, your forgiving love saves and disturbs me. 

Without it, I am lost. 

Yet, if I receive it, I must practice it. 

By your mercy, make me merciful; 

By your forgiveness, help me to forgive as I have been forgiven. 

Amen. 
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Present (with thanks to Tony Campolo) by Luci Shaw 
(Excerpted from Mark D. Baker’s book, Proclaiming the Scandal of the Cross) 

 
At light-speed, God-speed, 
time collapses into now so that 
we may see Christ’s wounds as 
still bleeding, his torso, 
that ready sponge, still 
absorbing our vice, our toxic shame. 
 
He is still being pierced 
by every hateful nail 
we hammer home. In this 
Golgotha moment his body– 
chance for the dark tears 
of the whole world–brims, 
 
spilling over as his lifeblood 
drains. His dying into the earth 
begins the great reversal– 
as blood from a vein leaps 
into the needle, so with his rising, 
we surge into light. 

 
 

I'd been having some blood tests. Since I am not needle-phobic, I am 
always fascinated to watch the way the arterial blood pulses its way through the 
needle inserted into the fat vein in the crook of my arm. I like to look. The 
technician first circles my arm with an elastic tourniquet, taps at that underlying 
vein to make it pop up, then pokes in the sharp needle ("Just a little prick now..."). 
The red fluid seems eager to move through the needle in quick bursts into the 
technician's syringe, to be labeled, sealed, and sent to the lab for analysis. 
 Shortly after such a blood test I was at a fund-raising dinner for an 
international Christian mission organization. Tony Campolo was the speaker and 
in the context of his message he emphasized how God's time is not restricted to 
our linear concepts of past, present, and future. God is outside of time, so that for 
him all of reality is always present. It is all happening now. That meant that Jesus' 
death on the cross is present for me, in all its horror and beauty The interaction of 
his death and its result in my atonement is an ongoing relationship. The sins I 
may daily commit may be daily expunged in his daily dying. His resurrection and 
mine, as part of his body, is also a present and welcome reality. 
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 This is such a powerful notion. I felt transfixed by its potential, and in 
further conversation with Campolo (I was at his table), we enlarged the idea. On 
the plane homeward, I wrote the poem above and later sent it to Campolo, who 
then circulated it in his newsletter: The idea of the huge reversal, from the 
downward trajectory of human failure and death to the upward surge into 
forgiveness and life and light, is still so potently authentic for me. In memory I 
visualize the rhythmic movement of the bright blood leaping from the vein, 
reminding me how Jesus leaped 
from the tomb. 
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I Thirst by Stanley Hauerwas 
(Excerpted from his meditations on the Seven Last Words, Christ-Shattered Christ) 

 

“I thirst." says the Christ. "I thirst"? How can the Second Person of the 
Trinity "thirst"? Surely this must be meant metaphorically. But if this is only a 
metaphor -something said for our benefit to insure that in spite of being the 
Second Person of the Trinity Jesus tries to identify with our lot -then the cross is 
just a cruel joke. What are we to make, therefore of "I thirst"? 

John tells us that this was said to fulfill the scripture. Psalm 22:l4-I5 reads: 

I am poured out like water, 

and all my bones are out of joint, 

my heart is like wax 

it is melted within my breast; 

my mouth is dried up likes potsherd, 

and my tongue sticks to my jaws, 

you lay me in the dust of death. 

Some responded to Jesus's thirst by holding a sponge of sour wine on a 
branch of hyssop, recalling Psalm 69:21, where we are told the psalmist was given 
poison for food and vinegar to drink. 

No doubt these Psalms shaped the memory of those who witnessed the 
crucifixion, but that they did so does not mean that Jesus actually did not thirst, 
that Jesus did not suffer. Jesus's thirsting, Jesus's suffering in accordance with the 
Psalms is a reminder that this Jesus is Israel’s son. Israel’s suffering, her 
abandonment, comes to a climax in the cross of Jesus. Finally in this "l thirst" we 
see the end of Israel’s Christ-haunted sufferings. 

Yet we continue to harbor the thought that it is one thing for Israel to 
thirst, but it is quite another thing for Jesus to thirst. What does it mean for the 
scripture to be fulfilled? Does it mean that Jesus’s tongue does not "stick to his 
jaws”? Surely he did thirst, but we continue to be puzzled. Why, out of all the 
physical abuse of the cross, is thirst singled out? 

Keep in mind that this is John's Gospel. This is the Gospel in which Jesus 
asks the Samaritan woman for a drink only to be told by her that he, a Jew, should 
not ask to be given water by a Samaritan. She also observes that the living water 
he promises seems quite unreal, given the fact he has no bucket. Jesus responds by 
noting that everyone who drinks water from this well will thirst again, "but those 
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who drink of the water that l will give them will never be thirsty. The water that l 
will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life" (john 4: 
1 3-14). 

If Jesus just is this living water, how can he also be the one who says on the 
Cross. "I thirst"? "I thirst" seems so out of character for the Jesus we find in the 
Gospel of John. The Jesus of the "l am": "l am the bread of life" (John 6:35), "l am 
the light of the world" (John 8:12), "l am the good shepherd" (John 10:11), "l am 
the resurrection and the life" (John 11:25), "l am the true vine" (John 15:1). How 
can this Jesus- the Jesus who seems so self-assured. so completely in control -thirst? 

I think it is important to acknowledge we (that is, people with modern 
sensibilities) rather like the idea that Jesus might be thirsty. We think that if we 
had been present at the cross we surely would have wanted to give him something 
to drink. On the other hand the Jesus of the "l am" seems far too self-involved. We 
so desperately want Jesus to be an all-around good guy, but in the Gospel of John 
he seems so driven. So unlike us. "I thirst" is at least some indication that he had a 
normal, human side. 

In Matthew and Mark it seems the dryness of Jesus's throat meant that his 
cry of abandonment was not easily understood. Some speculated that Jesus was 
calling on Elijah to come and save him. Elijah had been taken to God without 
dying, so it was thought --given Jesus's extraordinary claims about himself and his 
work -that he too might be taken to heaven without dying. However, because we, 
looking back, know Jesus is to die, we can feel quite superior to those who 
speculated that Elijah must first come if the Messiah is to appear. Because Jesus 
will die it is not that difficult to think he may have been thirsty, yet l suspect that 
our attempt to understand Jesus's "l thirst" as an indication of his "humanity" puts 
us in the vicinity of those who thought Jesus was best understood in terms of 
various theories they entertained about Elijah. 

In truth Jesus's "l thirst" pulls us into the very mystery of the Incarnation. 
But to say "Incarnation" does not "explain" Jesus's "l thirst" from the cross. Indeed 
it is a mistake to think these great doctrines of our faith, the Trinity and 
Incarnation, are meant to explain. These doctrines are quite literally names for 
mysteries, that is, the naming of what is open for all to see yet become for us the 
incomprehensible salvation wrought in Christ. As Rowan Williams observes, we 
are tempted to make "Trinity" and "Incarnation" explanations because we want 
to "believe" in something external to us in order to forget "what profound and 
frightening differences in the human world they actually refer to." According to 
Archbishop Williams, we must remember the point of doctrine is to hold us still, 
to create a depth in us, "a space for radical change in how we think of ourselves 
and how we act.” 
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When "Incarnation" names a mere set of beliefs. we are tempted, for 
example, to think "l thirst" must be said by the "very man" of the One who is 
"very God, very man." It is as if we think that what it means for Jesus to be very 
God and very man is that he was fifty percent God and fifty percent man. That is, 
Jesus must be half God and half man. But by the "Incarnation" the church refuses 
such a division, insisting that Jesus is at once one hundred percent God and one 
hundred percent man. The One who is the one God very God and very man, is 
the One who thirsts. 

That Jesus does thirst, moreover, is a reminder that "Incarnation" names a 
real and particular life. We rightly honor Mary's "Do with me what you will." We 
rightly celebrate the conception and birth of our Lord. If God is not in Mary's 
belly, we are not saved. But the One so conceived is the same One who has work 
to do on our behalf. His obedience matters, and it is an obedience that costs. He 
has a cup to drink, but it is the cup of death. We know the costs from Jesus's 
struggle with the devil in the wilderness as well as his prayer in Gethsemane that 
this cup be removed. But the cup cannot be removed if we are to be saved from 
the dryness that is our lives. 

In Jesus's "I thirst" we confront again our desire to have a God that would 
not save us by a Cross. We keep hoping that if the One who Suffers on the cross is 
in some way connected to God, then there must be some remainder, there must 
be something saved in reserve; that the God who thirsts will find a way to escape 
from the Cross. Surely the Son is not the Father, but we know from the Gospel of 
John that Jesus avows that what the Father has given him "is greater than all else, 
and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand. The Father and l are one" 
(John 10:29-30). "Trinity" does not name a god who is something other than fully 
present in the Incarnation. Instead, without the Incarnation we would not have 
known the Father’s love of the Son through the Spirit. 

The work of the Son, the thirst of the Son through the Spirit, is nothing 
less than the Father’s thirst for us. God desires us to desire God. We were created 
to thirst for God (Psalm 42) in a "dry and weary land where there is no water" 
(Psalm 63). Such a desire is as "physical" or real as our thirst for water, our thirst 
for one another and our desire for God. Surely that is why our most determinative 
response to those who ask how we can ever come to worship this Jesus is to simply 
ask, "Do you not need to eat and drink?" Our God, our thirsty God, is the One 
capable of saying to us: "Let anyone who is thirsty come to me. And let the one 
who believes in me drink. As the scripture has said, 'Out of the believer's heart 
shall flow rivers of living water’” (John 7:37-38). 

Through the waters of baptism we have been made God's body for the 
world. We thirst for one another so that the world may know that the world has 
been redeemed and that this redemption is as real as the water we need to survive. 
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That redemption is found in the body and blood of our Lord that forever slakes 
our thirst. So refreshed, we become for the world the reminder that God has not 
abandoned us. and we can, therefore, trust in his promise that just to the extent 
we take the time -in a world that believes it has no time -to care for those who 
thirst for God's kingdom, the kingdom will be present. 
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The End by Timothy Keller 
(Excerpted from his book, King’s Cross) 

 

They took Jesus to the high priest, and all the chief priests, the elders and the teachers of the law 
came together. Peter followed him at a distance, right into the courtyard of the high priest. There 
he sat with the guards and warmed himself at the fire. 

The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for evidence against Jesus so that they 
could put him to death, but they did not find any. Many testified falsely against him, but their 
statements did not agree. 

Then some stood up and gave this false testimony against him: “We heard him say, ‘I will 
destroy this temple made with human hands and in three days will build another, not made with 
hands.’” Yet even then their testimony did not agree. 

(Mark 14:53-59) 

There's nothing more dramatic than to be on trial for your life, and no 
more dramatic moment in a trial than when the defendant is called to testify on 
the witness stand. And perhaps there's never been a more dramatic and shocking 
testimony given on a witness stand than the one Jesus Christ gave during his trial.  
Mark continues: 

Then the high priest stood up before them and asked Jesus, “Are you not going to answer? What 
is this testimony that these men are bringing against you?” But Jesus remained silent and gave no 
answer. 

Again the high priest asked him, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?” 

“I am,” said Jesus. “And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty 
One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

(Mark 14:60-62) 

 The high priest puts Jesus on the witness stand, as it were, and asks if he is 
the Christ (the "Messiah"), the Son of the Blessed One. At other times in the 
Gospel of Mark, Jesus has avoided similar lines of inquiry about his identity (Mark 
7:5-6) or turned the question back on the questioner (Mark 11:29). This time, 
Jesus answers this central question of the Gospel of Mark head on -positively and 
fully. "I am," said Jesus. "And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand 
of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven." 

 By saying "I am," Jesus claims to be the Messiah, the promised one. 
However, we should remember that, in general, the Jews did not expect the Christ 
to be literally divine. Therefore, Jesus goes on to amplify the meaning of the label 
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Messiah by identifying himself as the Son of Man and also by saying he will sit at 
the right hand of God. 

 In both of Jesus's biblical allusions here (Son of Man from Daniel 7:13, 
and "at his right hand: from Psalm 110:1), the Messiah comes as a judge. 
Everybody in the room -all of the ruling council of the Sanhedrin- knows who the 
Son of Man is. In Daniel 7, the Son of Man comes from the throne of God to 
earth in the clouds of heaven to judge the world. And the clouds of heaven are not 
the same as the clouds of earth, just water vapor. These clouds are the shekinah 
glory, the very presence of God. Therefore by replying as he does, Jesus is saying: 
"I will come to earth in the very glory of God and judge the entire world." It's an 
astounding statement. Its a claim to deity. 

 Of all the things Jesus could have said -and there are so many texts, 
themes, images, metaphors, and passages of the Hebrew Scriptures that he could 
have used to tell who he was -he specifically says he's the judge. By his choice of 
text, Jesus is deliberately forcing us to see the paradox. There's been an enormous 
reversal. He is the judge over the entire world, being judged by the world. He 
should be in the judgment seat, and We should be in the dock, in chains. 
Everything is turned upside down. 

 And as soon as Jesus claims to be this judge, as soon as he claims deity, the 
response is explosive. Mark writes: 

“I am,” said Jesus. “And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty 
One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

The high priest tore his clothes. “Why do we need any more witnesses?” he asked. “You have 
heard the blasphemy. What do you think?” 

They all condemned him as worthy of death. Then some began to spit at him; they blindfolded 
him, struck him with their fists, and said, “Prophesy!” And the guards took him and beat him. 

(Mark 14:62-65) 

 The high priest rips his own garments apart, a sign of the greatest possible 
outrage, horror, and grief. And then the whole trial deteriorates. In fact its no 
longer a trial, its a riot. The jurors and judges begin to spit on him and beat him. 
In the middle of the trial, they go absolutely berserk. He is instantly convicted of 
blasphemy and condemned as worthy of death. 

 But the court of the Sanhedrin did not have the power to pass this death 
sentence. It was empowered to judge many cases, but capital cases needed the 
confirmation of the Roman procurator. As soon as they are able, the Sanhedrin 
hands Jesus over to Pilate, the governor appointed by Rome, so that he can put 
Jesus to death. Mark continues: 
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Very early in the morning, the chief priests, with the elders, the teachers of the law and the whole 
Sanhedrin, made their plans. So they bound Jesus, led him away and handed him over to Pilate. 

“Are you the king of the Jews?” asked Pilate. 

“You have said so,” Jesus replied. 

The chief priests accused him of many things. So again Pilate asked him, “Aren’t you going to 
answer? See how many things they are accusing you of.” 

 

But Jesus still made no reply, and Pilate was amazed. 

(Mark 15:1-5) 

 Jesus is on trial again, this time before Pilate. The religious leaders offer a 
battery of charges. Jesus does not answer them, to the marvel of Pilate. We know 
from the other Gospel writers that Pilate has no desire at all to try this case. he 
vacillates and stalls in an attempt to get out of it. But he has another card to play: 
He may be able to escape the responsibility of a decision through the time-
honored custom of releasing a prisoner amid a time of general rejoicing: 

Now it was the custom at the festival to release a prisoner whom the people requested. A man 
called Barabbas was in prison with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the 
uprising. The crowd came up and asked Pilate to do for them what he usually did. 

“Do you want me to release to you the king of the Jews?” asked Pilate, knowing it was out of 
self-interest that the chief priests had handed Jesus over to him. 

(Mark 15:6-10) 

 Pilate is still trying to find a way out. He knows that the religious leaders 
are only accusing Jesus out of envy, they don't have a case. Barabbas is a violent 
man who has been convicted of murder. Will Pilate knowingly free a guilty man 
and condemn an innocent one? Mark continues: 

But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have Pilate release Barabbas instead. 

“What shall I do, then, with the one you call the king of the Jews?” Pilate asked them. 

“Crucify him!” they shouted. 

“Why? What crime has he committed?” asked Pilate. 

But they shouted all the louder, “Crucify him!” 

Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released Barabbas to them. He had Jesus flogged, and 
handed him over to be crucified. 

(Mark 15:11-15) 
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 Pilate is extremely reluctant to execute Jesus, but despite pronouncing that 
Jesus is not guilty of a capital offense, he hands him over to be crucified. 

 Crucifixion was designed to be the most humiliating and gruesome 
method of execution. The Romans reserved it for their worst offenders. It was a 
protracted, bloody, public spectacle of extreme pain that usually ended in a 
horrible death by shock or asphyxiation. But it is noteworthy that Mark gives us 
very few of the gory details. He aims his spotlight away front he physical horrors 
of Jesus's ordeal in order to focus it on the deeper meaning behind the events. He 
simply records: 

And when they had mocked him, they took off the purple robe and put his own clothes on him. 
Then they led him out to crucify him. 

A certain man from Cyrene, Simon, the father of Alexander and Rufus, was passing by on his 
way in from the country, and they forced him to carry the cross. They brought Jesus to the place 
called Golgotha (which means “the place of the skull”). Then they offered him wine mixed with 
myrrh, but he did not take it. And they crucified him. Dividing up his clothes, they cast lots to see 
what each would get. 

(Mark 15:20-24) 

 Although Mark makes no explicit reference to the fulfillment of prophecy, 
his choice of wording here shows that he is thinking of Psalm 22: 

“All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads.” 

“I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint. My heart has turned to wax; it 
has melted within me.” 

“Dogs surround me, a pack of villains encircles me; they pierce my hands and my feet. All my 
bones are on display; people stare and gloat over me. They divide my clothes among them and cast 
lots for my garment. 

(Psalm 22:7, 14, 16-18) 

 Imagine what Jesus's followers felt as thee watched this scene around the 
cross, as they watched the man they had followed for years being crucified. Here 
was a man who calmed storms, banished sickness, and cheated death by the 
miraculous power of his word. Here was a man who less than a week before had 
been given a king's welcome to Jerusalem. Here was the Christ. How could this be 
happening? Mark goes on: 

It was nine in the morning when they crucified him. The written notice of the charge against him 
read: The King of the Jews. 

They crucified two rebels with him, one on his right and one on his left. Those who passed by 
hurled insults at him, shaking their heads and saying, “So! You who are going to destroy the 
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temple and build it in three days, come down from the cross and save yourself!” In the same way 
the chief priests and the teachers of the law mocked him among themselves. “He saved others,” 
they said, “but he can’t save himself! Let this Messiah, this king of Israel, come down now from 
the cross, that we may see and believe.” Those crucified with him also heaped insults on him. At 
noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 

(Mark 15:25-33) 

 In their depictions of Jesus's death, Mark and the other three Gospel 
writers show a consistent concern for what visual artists call "values" -that is, the 
interplay and contrast between darkness and light. All four Gospel writers take 
pains to show us that all the critical events of Jesus's death happened in the dark. 
The betrayal and the trial before the Sanhedrin all happened at night, of course, 
but now at the actual moment of Jesus's death, though it is daytime, an 
inexplicable darkness descends. "At the sixth hour darkness came over the whole 
land until the ninth hour." The sixth hour was noon, the ninth hour was 3:00 p.m. 
So from 12:00 to 3:00 in the afternoon, as Jesus was dying, there was total 
darkness. 

 Many people have proposed a natural cause for this event -an eclipse, for 
instance. But a solar eclipse does not create absolute darkness for more than a few 
minutes. Further, a solar eclipse can't happen during the time of a full moon, and 
Passover is always celebrated at a full moon. Other people have suggested that the 
cause was a desert windstorm of the type that can kick up enough dust to obscure 
the sun for days at a time. But Passover falls in the wet season, so this darkness 
couldn't have come from a windstorm. 

 This was a supernatural darkness. 

 In the Bible, darkness during the day is a recognized sign of God's 
displeasure and judgment. The supreme example of that phenomenon is the 
darkness over Egypt that was the penultimate plague at the time of the first 
Passover (Exodus 10:21-23). So when this darkness fell, we know that God was 
acting in judgment. But who was God judging? Mark continues: 

At noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. And at three in the 
afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” (which means “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”). 

(Mark 15:33-34) 

 When Jesus started to cry out, he didst say, "My friends, my friends!" "My 
head, my head!" "My hands, my hands!" He said, "My God, my God." On the 
cross,  Jesus was forsaken by God. 

 He said, "My God." That's the language of intimacy. To call anyone "my 
Susan" or "my John" is affectionate. And biblically, "my God" is covenantal 
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address. It was the way God said someone could address him if he or she had a 
personal relationship with him. "You shall be my people, and I shall be your 
God." 

 "My God, you have forsaken me." If after a service some Sunday morning 
one of the members of my church comes to me and says, "I never want to see you 
or talk to you again," I will feel pretty bad. But if today my wife comes up to me 
and says, "I never want to see you or talk to you again," that's a lot worse. The 
longer the love, the deeper the love, the greater the torment of its loss. 

 But this forsakenness, this loss, was between the Father and the Son, who 
had loved each other from all eternity. This love was infinitely long, absolutely 
perfect, and Jesus was losing it. Jesus was being cut out of the dance. 

 Jesus, the Maker of the world, was being unmade. Why? Jesus was 
experiencing our judgment day. "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" 
It wasn't a rhetorical question. And the answer is: For you, for me, for us. Jesus 
was forsaken by God so that we would never have to be. The judgment that 
should have fallen on us fell instead on Jesus. 

 

Darkness and Disintegration 

 These days most of us don't know what real physical darkness is. Even 
when we are out in the country at night, there are always towns nearby with 
plenty of electric lights. If you're in utter darkness, though, you can't even see your 
hand in front of your face. And to stay in utter darkness for an extended time can 
have a radically disorienting effect on you. In 1914, British explorer Ernest 
Shackleton and his crew took a ship to Antarctica. Their plan was to land, walk 
across Antarctica, cross over the South Pole, and continue all the way across. The 
plan had to be abandoned, though, because their ship, the Endurance, got caught 
in polar ice and was crushed. Over the following months, Shackleton's crew 
fought just to survive and to get home. One of Shackleton's biographers says that 
of all the difficulties they faced -including starvation and frigid temperatures -the 
worst was the darkness.  Near the South Pole, the sun goes down in mid-May and 
doesn't come back up until late July. There's no daytime -no sunlight -for more 
than two months. 

 In all the world, say the biographers of polar explorers, there is no 
desolation more complete than the polar night. Only those who have experienced 
it can fully appreciate what it means to be without the sun day after day and week 
after week. Few unaccustomed to it can fight off its effects altogether, and it has 
driven some men mad. In such deep darkness you can't see forward, so you don't 
know where you're going. You have no direction. You can't even see yourself, you 
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don't know what you look like. You may as well have no identity. And you can't 
tell whether there is anyone around you, friend or foe. You are isolated. Physical 
darkness brings disorientation, but according to the Bible, so does spiritual 
darkness. Spiritual darkness comes when we turn away from God as our true light 
and make something else the center of our life. 

 The Bible sometimes compares God to the sun. The sun is a source of 
visual truth, because by it we see everything. And the sun is a source of biological 
life, because without it nothing could live. And God, the Bible says, is the source 
of all truth and all life. If you orbit around God, then your life has truth and 
vitality. You are in the light. But if you turn away from God and orbit around 
anything else -your career, a relationship, your family -as the source of your 
warmth and your hope, the result is spiritual darkness. You are turning away from 
the truth, away from life, toward darkness. 

 When you are in spiritual darkness, although you may feel your life is 
headed in the right direction, you are actually profoundly disoriented. 

 If anything but God is more important to you, you have a problem with 
direction. It's impossible to discern where you're going, let alone where you ought 
to be going. Money, career, love -for a period of time you may feel you have 
something to live for. But if you actually get the thing you have been seeking you 
suddenly realize that it's not big enough for your soul. It doesn’t produce its own 
light. 

 Also, if you center on anything but God, you suffer a loss of identity. Your 
identity will be fragile and insecure, because it's based on the things you center 
your life on. It's based on human approval. It's based on how well you perform. 
You don't really know who you are. In the darkness you can't see yourself. 

 Moreover, in spiritual darkness you are isolated. You are wrapped up in 
the things that you're living for, so yours always scared or angry or proud or 
driven or full of self-pity. As a result, you become isolated from other people. 

 Let me illustrate this personally. I want to be a good minister and a good 
preacher. But if achieving those goals becomes my real source of hope, my 
significance, my security, more important to me than God's love for me in Jesus, I 
experience a loss of identity. A pastor is always subject to criticism, and as I wrote 
in chapter 11, that can be discouraging when it inevitably happens. But if my 
preaching and ministry are my ultimate center and I get criticism, then I'm 
overcome with insecurity. Or when I fail to perform up to my expectations, I'm 
devastated. Inordinate guilt churns inside me. In the end I begin to disintegrate. 
Similarly, if two people love each other more than they love God, then minor 
fights will become major fights, and major fights will become world-shaking 
cataclysms, because neither can take the other's displeasure or the other's failure. 
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They become isolated from each other and eventually their relationship begins to 
disintegrate. 

 Spiritual darkness-turning away from God, the true light, and making 
anything more important than him -leads invariable from disorientation to 
disintegration. And, apart from the intervention of God, we are all in spiritual 
darkness. We are all orbiting around something else. And were all incapable of 
changing our orbit, because we inevitably, ultimately, seek to glorify ourselves 
instead of God. So we are all on a trajectory toward a life of disintegration. 

 But that trajectory won't stop at the end of our lives. When God returns he 
will judge every action, every thought, every longing -everything our heart has 
ever produced. And if there is anything imperfect, then we will not be able to 
remain in his presence. And being out of the presence of God, who is all light and 
all truth, means utter darkness and eternal disintegration. The biblical prophets 
describe this final day of judgment: 

See, the day of the Lord is coming —a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger —to make the land 
desolate and destroy the sinners within it. The stars of heaven and their constellations will not 
show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. I will 
punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to the arrogance of the 
haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. I will make people scarcer than pure gold, more 
rare than the gold of Ophir. Therefore I will make the heavens tremble; and the earth will shake 
from its place at the wrath of the Lord Almighty, in the day of his burning anger. 

(Isaiah 13:9-13) 

The Lord has sworn by himself, the Pride of Jacob: “I will never forget anything they have done. 
“Will not the land tremble for this, and all who live in it mourn? The whole land will rise like 
the Nile; it will be stirred up and then sink like the river of Egypt. “In that day,” declares the 
Sovereign Lord, “I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight. I 
will turn your religious festivals into mourning and all your singing into weeping. I will make all 
of you wear sackcloth and shave your heads. I will make that time like mourning for an only son 
and the end of it like a bitter day. 

(Amos 8:7-10) 

 This was our trajectory, and Jesus's death was the only way to alter it. This 
is why Jesus had to go to the cross. He fell into the complete darkness for which 
we were headed. He died the death we should have died, so that we can be saved 
from this judgment and instead live in the light and presence of God. And how do 
we know it worked? Back to Mark: 

When some of those standing near heard this, they said, “Listen, he’s calling Elijah.” Someone 
ran, filled a sponge with wine vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. “Now 
leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah comes to take him down,” he said. 
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With a loud cry, Jesus breathed his last. The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to 
bottom. And when the centurion, who stood there in front of Jesus, saw how he died, he said, 
“Surely this man was the Son of God!” 

(Mark 15:35-39) 

 Remember that the Curtain in the temple was not a flimsy little veil, it was 
heavy and thick, almost as substantial as a wall. The curtain separated the holy of 
holies, where Gods shekinah glory dwelled, from the rest of the temple -it 
separated the people from the presence of God. And remember that only the 
holiest man, the high priest, from the holiest nation, the Jews, could enter the holy 
of holies -and only on the holiest day of the year, Yom Kippur, and he had to 
bring a blood sacrifice, an atonement for sins. The curtain said loudly and clearly 
that it is impossible for anyone sinful -in spiritual darkness -to come into God's 
presence. 

 At the moment Jesus Christ died, this massive curtain was ripped open. 
The tear was from top to bottom, just to make clear who did it. This was God's 
way of saying, "This is the sacrifice that ends all sacrifices, the way is now open to 
approach me." Now that Jesus has died, anybody who believes in him can see 
God, connect to God. The barrier is gone for good. Our trajectory has been 
permanently redirected toward God. And that's only possible because Jesus has 
just paid the price for our sin. Anybody who believes can go in now. 

 To make sure we get the point, Mark immediately shows us the first 
person who went in: the Centurion. His confession, "Surely this man was the Son 
of God," is momentous. Why? Because the first line in the first chapter of Mark 
refers to Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Up to this point in Mark, no human being 
had figured that out. The disciples had called him the Christ, though in the 
prevailing culture the Christ was not considered to be divine. All along, Jesus's 
teachings and acts of power -and even his testimony in front of the chief priests -
had been pointing to the fact that he was divine. And people had been asking, 
"Who is this?" But the first person to get it was the centurion who presided over 
his death. 

 This was even more unlikely because he was Roman. Every Roman coin 
of the time was inscribed "Tiberius Caesar, son of the divine Augustus." The only 
person a loyal Roman would ever call "Son of God" was Caesar -but this man 
gave the title to Jesus. And he was a hard character. Centurions were not 
aristocrats who got military commissions, they were enlisted men who had risen 
through the ranks. So this man had seen death, and had inflicted it, to a degree 
that you and I can hardly imagine. 

 Here was a hardened, brutal man. Yet something had penetrated his 
spiritual darkness. He became the first person to confess the deity of Christ. 
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 There is a striking contrast between the centurion and everyone else 
around the cross. The disciples -who had been taught by Jesus repeatedly and at 
length that this day would come -were completely confused and stymied. The 
religious leaders had looked at the very deepest wisdom of God and rejected it.  

 What penetrated the centurion’s darkness? How did he suddenly come 
into the light? For some thirty years I have been thinking about this question, 
trying to figure out why it was the centurion who first understood who Jesus was. 
Here's what I believe shone the light into his darkness: The centurion heard 
Jesus's cry, and saw how Jesus died. 

 I have only ever seen one person actually breathe his last breath. I'll never 
forget that experience. Very likely you, too, have been present for a death only 
once or twice, if at all. But the centurion had seen many people die -and many of 
those by his own hand. Yet even for him this death was unique. He saw something 
about Jesus's death that was unlike any other. The tenderness of Jesus, despite the 
terror, must have pierced right through his hardness. The beauty of Jesus in his 
death must have flooded his darkness with light. 

 

The Beauty of the Darkness 

 Christianity is the only religious faith that says that God himself actually 
suffered, actually cried out in suffering. Now what good is that? To Jesus's 
followers assembled around the cross, it certainly seemed senseless: that there was 
no good in it at all. But in fact they came to realize that Jesus's suffering was of 
immense good to them, as can we. Why? Because they would eventually see that 
they had been looking right at the greatest act of God's love, power, and justice in 
history. God came into the world and suffered and died on the cross in order to 
save us. It is the ultimate proof of his love for us. 

 And when you suffer, you may be completely in the dark about the reason 
for your own suffering. It may seem as senseless to you as Jesus's suffering seemed 
to the disciples. But the cross tells you what the reason isn't. It can't be that God 
doesn't love you; it can't be that he has no plan for you. It can't be that he has 
abandoned you. Jesus was abandoned, and paid for our sins, so that God the 
Father would never abandon you. The cross proves that he loves you and 
understands what it means to suffer. It also demonstrates that God can be working 
in your life even when it seems like there is no rhyme or reason to what is 
happening. 

 Even Albert Camus, the famous existentialist, realized that if you look at 
the cross, you could no longer go through suffering in the same wav. Camus said 
this: 
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"The God-man also suffers, and does so with patience…he too is shattered and dies. 
The night on Golgotha only has so much significance for man because in its darkness the 
Godhead, visibly renouncing all inherited privileges, endures to the end the anguish of death, 
including the depths of despair." 

 Jesus Christ not only died the death we should have died -he also lived the 
life we should have lived but can't. His was perfect obedience, in our place. It 
doesn't matter who you are -centurion, prostitute, hit man, minister. The curtain 
has been ripped from top to bottom. The barrier is gone. There is forgiveness and 
grace for you. 

 By saying the centurion "heard his cry," Mark is pressing the story right up 
to your ear. If you listen closely to that cry -"My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?" -you can see the same beauty, the same tenderness. If you see Jesus 
losing the infinite love of his Father our of his infinite love for you, it will melt your 
hardness. No matter who you are, it will open your eyes and shatter your 
darkness. You will at long last be able to turn away from all those other things that 
are dominating your life, addicting you, drawing you away from God. Jesus 
Christ's darkness can dispel and destroy our own, so that in the place of hardness 
and darkness and death we have tenderness and light and life. 

 The only time I ever faced death personally was when I had thyroid 
cancer. From the beginning the doctors told me it was treatable. Still, when I was 
going under anesthesia for the surgery, I wondered what would happen. You may 
be curious about what passage from the Bible came to my mind. True confession: 
What I thought of was a passage from Lord of the Rings. It comes near the end of 
the third book, when evil and darkness seem overwhelming. Here is what Tolkien 
tells us about the thoughts of Sam, one of the heroes: 

"Sam saw a white star twinkle for a while. The beauty of it smote his heart, as he 
looked up out of the forsaken land, and hope returned to him. For like a shaft, clear and cold, the 
thought pierced him that in the end the Shadow was only a small and passing thing: there was 
light and high beauty forever beyond its reach. His song in the Tower had been defiance rather 
than hope, for then he was thinking of himself. Now, for a moment, his own fate…ceased to 
trouble him. [P]utting away all fear, he cast himself into a deep, untroubled sleep?" 

 

 I remember thinking at that moment: It's really true. Because of Jesus's 
death evil is a passing thing -a shadow. There is light and high beauty forever 
beyond its reach because evil fell into the heart of Jesus. The only darkness that 
could have destroyed us forever fell into his heart. It didn't matter what happened 
in surgery -it was going to be all right. And it is going to be all right. 
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The Criminals With Him by Karl Barth 
(Excerpted from his book of sermons to prisoners, Deliverance to the Captives) 

 

(Before the Lord’s Supper on Good Friday 1957) 

 O Lord, our God! We are meeting today to commemorate the fact that thy masterful and 
fatherly plan with the world and with ourselves has been carried out when thou didst permit our 
Lord Jesus Christ to be imprisoned that we may be free, to be declared guilty that our guilt may be 
taken away, to suffer that we may have joy, to be put to death that we may have life eternal. 

 Left to ourselves we are lost. None of us deserved to be rescued, not one. Yet in thy great 
majesty and mercy thou hast made common cause with our misery and our sin in order to lift us 
up. How else can we show our gratitude than by comprehending and acknowledging this mighty 
deed? 

 This can only happen when the same living saviour who suffered for us, was crucified, 
died and was buried, now enters into our midst. Only when he speaks to our hearts and 
consciences, opening them to thy love and teaching us wholly to trust in thee and to live on thy love 
alone. 

 Humbly yet confidently we would ask that this may come to pass in the power of thy 
Holy Spirit. 

 'Our Father…' 

 

 My dear brothers and sisters, I should like to invite you, before I begin my 
sermon, to read for yourselves the story of Good Friday, the story of the suffering 
and death of Jesus Christ, as it is recorded in the four Gospels. Why don't you 
read it today and again and again? If we meditate and understand it rightly, this 
story contains the whole history of the world and, what is more, of God's dealing 
with man and hence of our dealings with God, including the life history of each of 
us here. I would need more than a half-hour were I to give an adequate summary 
of this history, let alone an insight into its complexity. Let me therefore select just 
one sentence for our meditation together. It is written in Luke 23:33. 

"They crucified him with the criminals, one on either side of him." 

 'They crucified him with the criminals.' Which is more amazing, to find 
Jesus in such bad company, or to find the criminals in such good company? As a 
matter of fact, both are true! One thing is certain: here they hang all three, Jesus 
and the criminals, one at the right and one at the left, all three exposed to the 
same public abuse, to the same interminable pain, to the same slow and 
irrevocable death throes. Like Jesus, these two criminals had been arrested 
somewhere, locked up and sentenced by some judge in the course of the previous 
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few days. And now they hang on their crosses with him and find themselves in 
solidarity and fellowship with him. They are linked in a common bondage never 
again to be broken, just as the nails that fastened them to the piece of wood would 
never break. It was as inescapable for them as it was for him. It was a point of no 
return for them as for him. There remained only the shameful, pain-stricken 
present and the future of their approaching death. (Strangely enough, there are 
many paintings of Jesus crucifixion where the two criminals are lost to sight. It 
would perhaps be more appropriate not to represent Jesus’ death at all. But if it is 
done, then the two thieves on the right and on the left must not be left out. In any 
painting or representation where they are absent, an important, even an essential, 
element is missing.) 

 They crucified him with the criminals. Do you know what this implies? 
Don't be too surprised if I tell you that this was the first Christian fellowship, the 
first certain, indissoluble and indestructible Christian community. Christian 
community is manifest wherever there is a group of people close to Jesus who are 
with him in such a way that they are directly and unambiguously affected by his 
promise and assurance. These may hear that everything he is, he is for them, and 
everything he does, he does for them. To live by this promise is to be a Christian 
community. The two criminals were the first certain Christian community. 

 True, there existed before a vacillating, doubting community around 
Jesus. It was made up of disciples whom Jesus had called, who had wandered up 
and down Galilee with him and had followed him into Jerusalem, who had heard 
all his words and witnessed all his deeds. But what happened in the Garden of 
Gethsemane? "So, could you not watch with me one hour?" No, they could not 
and they would not watch with him. They simply fell asleep while he watched and 
prayed alone. And what happened when the police came to fetch him? Then all 
the disciples forsook him and fled. And what about Peter whom the Roman 
Catholic Church venerates up to the present as the first Pope? When a maid 
pointed to him in the courtyard of the High Priest, saying: "This man also was 
with him," the great Peter denied: "Woman, I do not know him." And three times 
he thus spoke until the cock crowed for the third time. There was even Judas who 
betrayed the Master for thirty pieces of silver! Indeed there existed a Christian 
community before the two criminals. But what a wavering community it was! 

 The two criminals who at this hour were crucified with him had probably 
never heard of him before and were certainly no believing converts, no saints. Far 
from it! The opposite is true! But in this hour they could not abandon him, they 
could not sleep. Willingly or not, they were forced to watch with him many long 
hours on the cross. Nor could they escape his dangerous company. They could 
not very well deny him, being publicly exposed as his companions. This is how 
they were in fact the first certain Christian community! He and they, they and he 
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were bound together, were not and are not to be separated in all eternity. Great 
things had to pass before Peter and the rest of the disciples joined this first 
Christian community. And when they did so, they could only get in line behind 
the two criminals who were already first, and up there in front, with Jesus, on 
Golgotha. 

 Before we take another look at these two criminals, we must say a word 
about Jesus together with whom they were exposed to the same abuse, the same 
pain and the same death throes. He was the principal actor, the hero of Good 
Friday, the head of this first Christian community. And now we are told that he 
was crucified. By Whom? The hangmen, the Roman soldiers, obeying the order 
of Pilate, the governor. Pilate had been pressured by the church dignitaries of 
Jerusalem, they in turn had been mightily supported by the crowd shouting: 
"Crucify, crucify!" 

 What was happening here? Apparently the same thing that was happening 
to the two criminals. On account of his deeds and words a man had become 
unbearable for his fellowmen and they sent him from life to death, making him 
innocuous, extinguishing his life. Jesus would not have been himself, and his 
adversaries would not have been themselves, had they acted differently and not 
done this to him. Thus Jesus suffered the same lot which, for particular reasons, 
the two criminals had to endure (incidentally, a not uncommon or extraordinary 
human fate). Jesus was with them and they were with him. It has been rightly said 
that other people have been even more tormented by their fellowmen and have 
suffered harder pain than Jesus did on the cross -be it at war, in concentration 
camps, or on the sickbed. But this is beside the point, for Jesus’ sufferings were but 
the outward and visible sign of an inward event. 

 Through the visible suffering and death of this man Jesus an invisible event 
took place, which did not and could not happen through the suffering and death 
of the two criminals nor, for that matter, of any other human being. Why not? 
Because Jesus, and he alone, was this man: a man like us, yet at the same time 
different from us, because in him God himself was present and at work. The 
Roman centurion described this when he cried out after Jesus had died: "Truly, 
this was a son of God!" 

 Who was God, and what did he do through the suffering and death of this 
man Jesus? The apostle Paul has summed it up in one sentence: "He was in Christ 
reconciling the world unto himself" (2 Corinthians 5.19). I shall try to explain this 
to you in a few words. 

 It so happened that in this man Jesus God himself came into the world, 
which he had created and against all odds still loved. He took human nature upon 
himself and became man, like the rest of us, in order to put an end to the world's 
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fight against him and also against itself, and to replace man's disorder by God's 
design. In Jesus, God hallowed his name, made his kingdom come, his will done 
on earth as it is in heaven, as we say in the Lord's Prayer. In him he made 
manifest his glory and, amazingly enough, he made it manifest for our salvation. 
To accomplish this, he not only bandaged, but healed the wounds of the world; he 
helped mankind not only in part and temporarily, but radically and for good in 
the person of his beloved Son; he delivered us from evil and took us to his heart as 
his children. Thereby we are all permitted to live, and to live eternally. 

 It happened through this man on the cross that God cancelled out and 
swept away all our human wickedness, our pride, our anxiety, our greed and our 
false pretenses, whereby we had continually offended him and made life difficult, 
if not impossible, for ourselves and for others. He crossed out what had made our 
life fundamentally terrifying, dark and distressing -the life of health and of 
sickness, of happiness and of unhappiness, of the highborn and of the lowborn, of 
the rich and of the poor, of the free and of the captive. He did away with it. It is 
no longer part of us, it is behind us. In Jesus, God made the day break after the 
long night and spring come after the long winter.  

 All these things happened in that one man. In Jesus, God took upon 
himself the full load of evil; he made our wickedness his own, he gave himself in 
his dear Son to be defamed as a criminal, to be accused, condemned, delivered 
from life unto death, as though he himself the Holy God, had done all the evil we 
human beings did and do. In giving himself in Jesus Christ, he reconciled the 
world unto himself; he saved us and made us free to live in his everlasting 
kingdom; he removed the burden and took it upon himself. He, the innocent, took 
the place of us, the guilty. He, the mighty, took the place of us, the weak. He, the 
living One, took the place of us, the dying. 

 This, my dear friends, is the invisible event that took place in the suffering 
and death of the man hanging on the middle cross on Golgotha. This is 
reconciliation: his damnation, our liberation; his defeat, our victory; his mortal 
pain, the beginning of our joy; his death, the birth of our life. We do well to 
remember that this is what those who put him to death really accomplished. They 
did not know what they did. These deluded men and women accomplished by 
their evil will and deed that good which God had willed and done with the world 
and for the world, including the crowd of Jerusalem. 

 Let us now go back to the two criminals who were crucified with Jesus 
according to God’s will and deed. We do not know their names. We know nothing 
about their lives, of their misdoings and crimes. We do not know whether they 
could plead attenuating circumstances, or whether their guilt was even greater 
than we may think. We only know that the thieves were condemned, "receiving," 
as one of them admitted, "the due reward of our deeds." We know above all that, 
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without their consent and against their wishes, they were in fact crucified with 
him, with Jesus. No one before and no one afterwards has witnessed so directly 
and so closely God's act of reconciliation, God's glory and the redemption of the 
world, as these two thieves. True, only one of them acknowledged who Jesus was 
and what he did in his suffering and death for all men -the thief not excluded. His 
companion, as it is later recorded in the Gospels, shared in the general, blind and 
hollow mockery. Why did he not, if he really was the Christ, the Son of God, help 
himself and them? This is certainly an important and notable difference between 
the two criminals. But we shall not dwell on it today. For the difference is not 
important enough to invalidate the promise given so clearly, so urgently to both of 
them, indeed without distinction. 

 Consider the fact: Jesus died precisely for these two criminals who were 
crucified on his right and on his left and went to their death with him. He did not 
die for the sake of a good world, he died for the sake of an evil world, not for the 
pious, but for the godless, not for the just, but for the unjust, for the deliverance, 
the victory and the joy of all, that they might have life. These two companions 
were evidently and undeniably criminals, evil people, god-less people, unjust 
people. And he, like them, was condemned and crucified as a lawbreaker, a 
criminal. All three were under the same verdict. 

 Consider furthermore: "My body which is broken for you! My blood 
which is shed for you!" These are Jesus' words at the Last Supper. How could 
these words be understood before his death? But now it is achieved, now his body 
broken, his blood shed. The two thieves witnessed this breaking and shedding. 
And how did they witness it? They participated in this act not as mere spectators. 
In community with him, in the indissoluble bond uniting them, their own evil, sad 
and gloomy life was spent, and their own blood, dotted by many passions, was 
shed. What witnesses they were! How directly and closely these two not only saw 
with their eyes and heard with their ears but experienced in their flesh and in their 
own dying hearts: "broken for you, shed for you!" 

 And let us consider above all that God's mighty deed to his glory and our 
salvation, his victory for the salvation of the world was accomplished through the 
event, which took place at their side, even in their own existence. He, who has 
overcome death, the King of Life, was the poor suffering servant whose dying 
gasp mingled with theirs. He, who was on the road to the Kingdom, to the 
proclamation of his sovereignty, to the resurrection from the dead on the third 
day, was the same who went to death with them! Were they not therefore in turn, 
even in their darkest hour, on the road to the same destination? "But if we have 
died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him," wrote the apostle 
Paul (Romans 6:8). Now, these two thieves literally died with Christ, and theirs 
was the assurance that they were also literally to live with him. 
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 Did they accept this miracle, understand it, believe it? Let us leave this 
question open. This much is certain, that the promise was meant for them, that 
they were covered by this promise, that they received and possessed it, that they 
were allowed to suffer and to die with him. This promise is given and is valid 
wherever men may suffer and die as criminals with Jesus. This promise and 
nothing else constitutes the Christian community and makes man a Christian. 
These two criminals were the first two who, suffering and dying with Jesus, were 
gathered by this promise into the Christian fold. 

 I said that Peter and the remaining disciples could only get in line behind 
the two criminals who were first and up front. This is true for men of all times. 
Christian community exists only where the promise is heard and believed. The 
promise is given only to crucified criminals, who are utterly compromised before 
God and before men, who move relentlessly toward the end and cannot escape 
this destiny by their own doing. For men like these, Jesus died. And mark this: 
precisely these, and these only, are worthy to go to the Lord’s Supper. 

 And now, dear friends, we are not asked in the least if we want to be such 
people, thank God. We are such people, all of us -you in this house which is called 
a prison, with all the burden that brought you here and with your particular 
experiences in this place -those others of us outside who have different experiences 
and yet are, believe me, in the same predicament. In reality, we all are these 
people, these crucified criminals. And only one thing matters now. Are we ready 
to be told what we are? Are we ready to hear the promise given to the 
condemned, to get in line behind? "God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the 
humble." Those receive the promise who regard themselves as neither so exalted 
nor so debased that they cannot get in line behind the two criminals who were 
first on Golgotha. May God give us all the grace to do so! May he help us to use 
this grace rightly! May he bless us all as we in this freedom go to his table now. 
Amen. 
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Jesus Dies on the Cross by Henri Nouwen 
(Excerpted from his reflections on the Stations of the Cross, Walk With Jesus) 

 

Death, destruction, and annihilation surround us on all sides. Much, if not 
most, of the earth's resources are used in the service of death. The war industries 
eat up huge amounts of the national income of many countries. The stockpile of 
conventional and nuclear weapons increases day-by-day, and whole economies 
have become dependent on the ever-increasing production of lethal materials. 
Many universities, research institutions, and think tanks receive their financial 
support from war makers. Millions of people earn their daily living by turning out 
products, which, if ever used, could only produce death.  

But the power of death is much more subtle and pervasive than these 
explicitly brutal forces of destruction. Not only are there death forces visible in the 
violence within families and neighborhoods, they are also part of the ways in 
which people look for relaxation and entertainment. Many sports are tainted by a 
fascination with death. The possibility of serious injury and death creates an 
unusual excitement. People like to watch people who risk their very lives and are 
drawn into the darkness of the Russian roulette. Many forms of entertainment, 
such as movies, TV series, and novels, also exploit people’s fascination with death. 
The world is, indeed, ruled by the powers of death, powers that want every 
human being to be in their service. 

Jesus died. The powers of death crushed him. Not only the fear-ridden 
judgments of Pilate, the torture by the Roman soldiers, and the cruel crucifixion, 
but also the powers and principalities of this world. The world’s death powers 
destroyed him. But the death of Jesus is the death of the Word “through whom all 
things came into being,” and “what has come into being in him was life, life that 
was the light of people, and the light shines in the darkness, and darkness could 
not overpower it” (John 1:3-5). 

Jesus was crushed by the powers of death, but his death removed death's 
sting. To those who believe in him, he gave the power to become children of God, 
that is, to participate in the life where death can no longer reach. By his death, 
Jesus was victorious over all the powers of death. The darkness in our hearts that 
makes us surrender to the power of death, the darkness in our society that makes 
us victims of violence, war, and destruction, has been dispelled by the light that 
shines forth from the One who gave his life as a complete gift to the God of life. 
Paul says: “Our Savior Christ…has abolished death and he has brought to light 
immortality and life through the Gospel" (2 Tim. 1:10). 
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It is hard to affirm life in the face of the rampant powers of death. Every 
time we open a newspaper with all its stories of war, murder, kidnapping, torture, 
battering, and countless other tragedies that lead to sickness and death, we are 
faced with the temptation to believe that, after all, death is victorious. And still, 
time and time again, the death of Jesus, the Holy One, calls us to choose for life. 
The great challenge of the Christian life is to say “Yes” to life even in the smallest 
and, seemingly, unimportant details. Every moment there is a choice to be made: 
the choice for or against life. Do I choose to think about a person in a forgiving or 
in an accusing way? Do l choose to speak a word of acceptance or a word of 
rejection? Do I choose to reach out or to hold back, to share or to hoard, to yield 
or to cling, to hurt or to heal? Even the deeper emotions of our heart are subject 
to such choices. I can choose to be resentful or grateful, despairing or hopeful, sad 
or glad, angry or peaceful. Many of these emotions can come to us as waves over 
which we have no control. Still…there is a place in us where we can choose a 
direction and stop the forces of death from pulling us deeper and deeper into the 
pit of darkness. 

We often live as if the great powers of darkness that can bring us to the 
verge of a nuclear holocaust are completely separated from what we think and feel 
in our hearts. That separation is an illusion. The tiniest inner fascination with 
death and the most horrendous forms of human destruction are intimately 
connected. Jesus knew about this connection and, when his heart was pierced, it 
was the heart that embraces our most hidden thoughts and our most far-reaching 
actions. The death of Jesus overcame all the forces of death and “set free all those 
who had been held in slavery all their lives by the fear of death” (Hebrews 2:15). 
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The Easter Vocation by N.T. Wright 
(Excerpted from his 2006 Easter sermon in Durham, England) 

 

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and 
saw that the stone had been removed from the tomb. So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the 
other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the 
tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.” Then Peter and the other disciple set out 
and went toward the tomb. 4 The two were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter 
and reached the tomb first. He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but 
he did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb. He saw the 
linen wrappings lying there, and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen 
wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, 
also went in, and he saw and believed; for as yet they did not understand the scripture, that he 
must rise from the dead. Then the disciples returned to their homes. 

But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; and 
she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and 
the other at the feet. They said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They 
have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” When she had said 
this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not know that it was Jesus. 
Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” Supposing him 
to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have 
laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him in 
Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because 
I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to 
my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.’” Mary Magdalene went and announced 
to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her. 

(John 20:1-18) 

‘Go to my brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to my Father and 
your Father, to my God and your God.”’ Jesus’ remarkable command to Mary 
Magdalene is the climax of John’s story of Easter morning. The other events so 
far, not least the breathless chase of Peter and John to the tomb, are framed 
within Mary’s story. From here on things will broaden out, with the eleven in the 
upper room and then the scene a week later with Thomas; but for John’s 
matchless story of Easter morning the focus is on Mary. 

You would never have known this from the usual Easter hymns, prayers 
and liturgies. If you reconstructed the Easter story from them, you might suppose 
that when the evangelists wrote up Easter morning their main message was, Jesus 
is risen, therefore we too shall be raised at the last. That is indeed true, and it’s 
what Paul and the others say; but one of the many striking features about the 



Sweet Deliverance: A Lenten Reader     45 

resurrection narratives is the fact that at no point do either Jesus or anyone else 
mention the future hope, whether for heaven, or salvation, or indeed for 
resurrection itself. All that is left to be worked out. 

What is far more urgent and important than questions of one’s own 
ultimate destiny, is to say, as all the evangelists do, four things. First, Jesus really is 
alive again. Second, therefore he really is the Messiah, the world’s true Lord. 
Third, therefore God’s new creation has begun. And, fourth – and this is the 
sharp edge of it all – therefore you have an urgent and important job to do, and a 
new identity to do it with. The whole thrust of this long Easter morning story is to 
take us, through the person and the eyes of Mary Magdalene, to the heart of the 
earliest Easter message: Jesus is raised, therefore the world is a different place, and 
we are called, as witnesses to the resurrection, to announce it, to make it happen, 
and to find ourselves remade in the process. 

Look back at the story from Mary’s point of view. She is still in the 
darkness, since she naturally assumes that an empty tomb means a robbed grave. 
Peter and John go running to and fro, but Mary is still standing there, and in fact 
her eyes are at least partially blinded by tears. But through her tears she sees – 
perhaps you can only see them when you’re weeping – two angels, one at the 
head and one at the feet of where Jesus’ body had lain. Rowan Williams suggested 
in a characteristic article some years ago that we should see this as a reference to 
the mercy-seat in the temple, with the cherubim overshadowing it at either side: 
this place, this ledge in a tomb, has become the place, the ultimate place, where 
God has met with his people and has met with them in grace, bringing to its own 
climax the long Johannine theme of Jesus’ upstaging the Temple, of the 
destruction and rebuilding of the Temple of his body. We shall come back to this 
presently. 

But then Mary turns round and sees Jesus himself, and in one of those 
typically Johannine moments of irony thinks he is the gardener – as of course he 
is: the new Adam in the new creation. And he calls her by her real name, her 
ancient Hebrew name, Miriam, the name of Moses’ sister who sang her wild song 
of triumph after watching Israel’s God defeat the Egyptians in the Red Sea. 
Something of that may be echoing in this story as well, with Jesus as the new 
Moses who has led the way through the dark waters of death and is now leading 
the way home to the promised land. 

But at that point, and with all that interlocking biblical imagery rattling 
around in the text and in our heads, we might be tempted to read the punch-line 
the wrong way. ‘Don’t cling on to me,’ says Jesus – this isn’t about coming back 
into the old life, it’s about going on into the new – ‘because I haven’t yet ascended 
to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, “I am ascending to my 
Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”’ And off she goes to do as 
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Jesus has told her. And we all too easily suppose that the message is: Jesus is going 
off to heaven forever, and one day we’ll go and join him there. And that would be 
to miss the whole point of the Ascension, here and elsewhere in the New 
Testament. 

The point of the Ascension, so strikingly highlighted here in John’s 
resurrection narrative on the lips of Jesus himself, is not that he is going a long 
way away but that he is being elevated to be the true Lord of the world. The 
resurrection has vindicated his claim to be Israel’s Messiah; and Israel’s Messiah is 
the world’s rightful Lord, as any bible-reading Jew could have told you. ‘I have 
seen the Lord,’ says Mary to the disciples, and the word ‘Lord’ isn’t just a cipher, 
a polite way of denoting Jesus; what John wants us to hear is, ‘I have seen the king 
of the universe,’ ‘I have seen the one before whom the nations will tremble’, ‘I 
have seen the one through whom and for whom all things were made.’ That’s 
why, at the end of the chapter, the parallel confession by Thomas is, ‘My Lord 
and my God’. As Jesus made abundantly clear in the Farewell Discourses, when 
he goes away it is in order to send the Spirit, the one through whom the world will 
be convicted in terms of sin, righteousness and judgment – precisely the point that 
is made next in John’s Easter story. Ascension doesn’t mean absence; it means 
sovereignty, exercised through the Spirit. 

And who is it that carries this stupendous message, this primal 
announcement of new creation, this heraldic proclamation of the king of kings 
and his imminent enthronement? It is Mary from Magdala. Considering the 
reputation subsequent history has given her, it comes as a surprise to learn that, 
apart from one reference in Luke, the only times Mary Magdalene shows up in 
the gospel stories is at the cross and the burial, and here at the resurrection. And 
in the one solitary reference in Luke she is not a prostitute; she is not identified 
with the woman who wipes Jesus’ feet with her hair; she is someone who has been 
cured of terrible multiple demon-possession. But the real shock is not Mary’s 
character. It is her gender. This is perhaps the most astonishing thing about the 
resurrection narratives, granted the universal beliefs of the time in the unreliability 
of women in a law court or almost anywhere else. It is one of the things, which 
absolutely guarantees that the early Christians did not invent these stories. They 
would never, ever, ever have invented the idea that it was a woman – a woman 
with a known background of emotional instability, but the main point is that it 
was a woman – to whom had been entrusted the earth-shattering message that 
Jesus was alive again, that he was on the way to being enthroned as Lord of the 
World, and that – this is the significance of the emphatic ‘my Father and your 
Father, my God and your God’ – he was opening to his followers, as a result of his 
victory over death itself, that same intimacy with the Father of all that he had 
enjoyed throughout his earthly life. It is Mary: not Peter, not John, not James the 
brother of the Lord, but Mary, who becomes the apostle to the apostles, the 
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primary Christian witness, the first Christian evangelist. This is so striking, so 
unexpected, so embarrassing to some early Christians – Origen had to refute 
pagan sneers on this very point – that it cannot be accidental. It cannot be 
accidental for John and the other writers. And I dare to say it cannot be accidental 
in the purposes of God. 

Something has happened in the renewal of creation through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus which has the result, as one of its multiple spin-offs, that 
whereas before Jesus only ever sent out men, now – now of all moments! – he 
sends out a woman. And though the church has often struggled – to put it mildly – 
with the idea of women being called to genuine apostolic ministry, the record is 
clear and unambiguous. And let me just say that one of the great ironies of that 
silly book The Da Vinci Code is that, in seeking to elevate Mary Magdalene, all it 
does is diminish her, to make her Jesus’ appendage, his girl-friend or even his wife, 
whereas she was his chosen first apostle. Here, as so often, the revisionist versions 
of Christianity only succeed in domesticating the utterly revolutionary message of 
the New Testament – not, of course, that the church has not been guilty of that as 
well. 

But this highlighting of Mary, though hugely important for us to grasp, is 
not the main thing I have on my heart to say to you this Easter Day. Having 
established that apostolic vocation – the call to be a witness to the resurrection of 
Jesus – not only includes women, but began with them, let us simply and 
prayerfully reflect on vocation itself, the primal Christian vocation to bear witness 
to the risen Jesus, to announce that he is the world’s rightful Lord, and to go as an 
agent of that new creation which began when he came out of the tomb that first 
Easter morning. Durham has again and again been a place of vocation, a place 
where men and (thank God) women too have heard God’s call and have 
discovered in their heart of hearts that nothing matters so much as saying Yes to 
that call. This is a place where vocations to full-time Christian ministry have been 
discerned, fostered, nurtured, celebrated and translated into lifetimes of faithful 
and fruitful work. I pray that it may be so again. We are short on vocations just 
now, especially from younger candidates. We urgently need men and women in 
their teens and twenties, as well as older, to be saying, “Yes, I believe the Easter 
gospel.”  

“Yes, I find that as I contemplate the mystery of Easter I discover that I’m 
in the presence of the living God who meets me in grace at that mercy-seat 
between the angels.”  

“Yes, as I ponder it I hear God calling me to go and be an agent of his 
new creation.”  
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“Yes, I realize as I search my heart that this is more important than 
anything else.” 

Again and again this call comes as the voice of Jesus breaks through tears 
of sorrow, as with Mary; through doubt and distrust, as with Thomas; through 
previous failure, as with Peter. Again and again, therefore, the call to full-time 
Christian ministry comes, as it did for Mary, as a renaming, the gift of a fresh 
identity, the call not just to do something but to be something, someone in whose 
total dedication to the gospel the power of the resurrection has full scope to work 
in the world. I believe there are people in the Cathedral this morning to whom 
God is saying: “You are the person, and today’s the day.” And if you think that 
might be you, then when you come up to receive the Eucharist make that a 
moment of openness, openness to the life of the risen Christ, openness to the 
purpose of God wherever it takes you. God calls surprising people and he gets 
them to do extraordinary things. ‘Go to my brothers and say to them, “I am 
ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God.”’ Through 
Mary’s obedience to that command, the risen Jesus launched the message of 
Easter. Who knows what he will do through yours? 

 


