
Reading: Jeremiah 31.31-34; Hebrews 5.5-10; John 12.20-33 
 
Yesterday in this church we held the Annual Ecumenical Service to Mark the 35th Anniversary of the 
Martyrdom of Archbishop Oscar Romero.  Oscar Romero of El Salvador as an ordained priest had a 
reputation of being a quiet, disciplined and unassuming pastor.  In 1977, amidst political and social 
turmoil and a government increasingly hostile towards the church which it accused of fermenting 
social unrest and Marxism, Oscar Romero was seen as a neutral choice for Archbishop.  They 
thought that he would be a conservative defender of the status quo, instead he was to become the 
very voice of the oppressed.  Following the assassination of his friend, the Jesuit Fr Rutilio Grande, 
Archbishop Oscar Romero began to speak out against state-instigated violence and demand human 
rights and social and economic justice for the poor.  His sermons were broadcast and they say you 
could walk through the poor barrios of El Salvador hearing his voice listened to on every radio. 
 
“Nothing,” he said, “is as important to the church as human life, as the human person, above all the 
person of the poor and oppressed, they are of God.  The violence and bloodshed in which the poor 
are victims is beyond all politics, it cries out and touches the very heart of God.”  The day before his 
death Archbishop Romero spoke these words: 
 
“I want to make a special plea to the men of the army and the police.  Brothers we are part of the 
same people.  You are killing your own brothers and sisters and when you are faced with an order to 
kill given by a man, the law of God must prevail, the law that says ‘Thou shalt not kill.’  No one is 
obliged to obey an order against the Law of God.  No one has to obey an immoral law… the Church, 
defender of human rights, of the law of God, of human dignity, cannot remain silent in the face of 
such abomination… In the name of God, and in the name of this suffering people whose laments rise 
up to heaven each day more tumultuously, I plead with you, I pray you, I order you, stop the 
violence, stop the repression.” 
 
His words must be the cry of so many hearts across the world this last week 35 years after his 
martyrdom. 
 
In this last week the violence in Syria and Iraq continues with reports of further executions. 
 
In this last week Binyamin Netanyahu secured a decisive victory in elections in Israel expressing his 
opposition to a two state peace solution and announcing that he will push ahead with the building of 
Israeli settlements. 
 
Last week explosions outside two churches in the Pakistani city of Lahore have killed at least 14 
people and wounded dozens more, provoking further violence. 
 
Last week the attack on the Bardo museum in the capital of Tunisia claimed the lives of 23 people. 
 
Two days ago 137 people died in suicide bomb attacks of two mosques in Yemen. 
   
Two days ago at least 70 bodies were found dumped outside the town of Damasak in north-eastern 
Nigeria.
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“Those you kill are your own brothers and sisters.”  Archbishop Romero’s words crying for an end to 
the violence and brutal repression must be the cry of all those who believe in the one who himself 
was the victim of terrorism and religiously sanctioned murder.  
 
In his address at yesterday’s service Archbishop Vincent Nicholls reflected upon how Archbishop 
Romero clearly knew the danger that he himself was in personally.  In his personal notes for a 
retreat he gave in February 1980, a month before he was assassinated he reflects on how he is afraid 
of violence to himself.  How could he not be?  He writes, “I fear because of the weakness of my flesh 
but I pray that God will give me serenity and perseverance.”  He goes on to consecrate himself to the 
heart of Jesus, asking for the determination to be able to imitate Christ “in suffering all injuries, 
blame and all poverty” and places all his life “under God’s loving providence.” 
 
They are bold and courageous words.  How closely they follow Jesus’ own wrestling with the 
realisation of his coming passion and death that we read in John’s Gospel today.  No one surely 
wants to willingly embrace suffering and death.  Here Jesus’ most human cry rings out, “Now my 
soul is troubled.  And what more can I say Father save me from this hour!”  Save us from this hour - 
We want a God who can save us from the hour too.  But the clock keeps ticking and the hour keeps 
coming closer.  Jesus wrestles with himself - faces his own mortality and the fear we all have of 
death.  He stands as it were on the precipice of life and faith and like us all, he wonders what God 
wants of us and what God will do to save him. 
 
In our Lent Course this last week we reflected upon how we personally respond to perceived 
injustice - how we grumble, how we murmur and complain about our lives, and blame especially 
those in authority, for all that is wrong.  An alternative was posed that rather than moan and do 
nothing we should protest and speak out for justice and transformation.  There is an obvious logic in 
this but it is of course based on the premise that there is a discernible solution.  Therefore if 
someone is ill, we must get a diagnosis, find the treatment, the drug, the surgery.  If someone is 
homeless we must address the issues, get them off the streets, back into housing back into work; if 
there is a crime or a death of a murder we must catch the criminal, find the punishment to fit the 
crime, get the verdict or the settlement that will supposedly bring closure; if there is natural disaster 
we must send in the emergency response team.  All of this of course is the pursuit of justice - the 
working towards transformation. 
 
But there are times when despite the action we quite simply realise that there is no bail out.  We 
cannot raise the dead.  There is no care package that is going to completely take away the pain.  
There is no medicine or medical intervention that is going to save us or our loved one from death.  
There is no immediate solution to the violence and in fact no immediate prospect of peace.  What do 
we do then?  What do we do when the writing is on the wall as it were?  Writing on the wall as it was 
for Archbishop Romero, as it was for Jesus Christ himself on that night that he was to be betrayed - 
the night he saw it coming and yet at the same time saw no way around it.  I’d like to suggest that 
this position, this position of actually facing an unknown future in faith with no inbuilt solution is 
actually far closer to the reality of our lives than any of us like to admit.  What I am saying is that 
actually we all live our lives in close proximity to that cliff edge although most of our waking lives we 
prefer to shut our eyes and pretend that we are in control and our fears must be someone’s fault.  I 
am struck how in my own life I am always looking for the redemptive ending, the happy ever after 
solution where the hero of the film will overcome the monster and stride off into the sunset with 
their loved one and the crowd cheering.  And of course there is nothing wrong with keeping that 
vision and that hope alive.  But there is also a calling to live not just the promise of the ‘happy ever 
after’ ending but remain steadfast in the reality of the pain.  To live the love even in the darkness of 
unknowing.  To live resurrection even in the moment of crucifixion.  To drink the chalice of 
suffering without being poisoned by it. 
 



Jesus says, “When I am lifted up I will draw all people to myself.”  What can he mean?  How can we 
find Christ not only in the victory but in the seeming defeat of when he is lifted up on a cross to die?  
Surely that is contrary to human longings and hopes.  Are we not trying to make a heaven out of 
hell?  Or are we saying something more than that - that here down here, just as am in all my doubt, 
in all my uncertainty, here in the place of unknowing, here it is only God, revealed in unconditional 
love, that makes any sense to me.  It is here that the language of God begins.  It is here that stripped 
of all else I thought was important I see Christ lifted up and embracing the world with his arms 
outstretched.  It is when the seed falls on the ground and dies.  I am struck by the fact that in the 
stories of those Christians facing persecution like Romero or the Christians in Iraq while they are 
prepared to renounce their homes, their possessions, even offer their lives, the one thing they refuse 
to renounce is their faith in God.  
 
It is this realisation that could lead Etty Hillesum to praise God even in a concentration camp where 
she was imprisoned by the Nazis as a Jew and not lose that sense that God was glorious and that we 
must keep God alive in us even behind the barbed wire.  Can our faith lead us to and discover beauty 
and love even in the indignities of old age, dementia or loss?  Can we discover God’s presence even 
in the shame of coming face to face with our own failure or sinfulness?  It is the place of conflict that 
the prayer of healing is born.  It is here in the place of no solution that God’s reality is revealed to us 
and though we may not know the way forward we know who is source of all that we long for.  If you 
want to see Jesus look for him in the refugee camp, or the nurse or patient in the Ebola treatment 
centre, or the Melanesians rebuilding their lives after the havoc of a cyclone.  Look for him in the 
hospital ward, in the one shuffling along the corridor with the zimmer frame, in the child held in 
your arms, in the friend who stands by you in the play-ground, look for God on the day when there 
is no solution and you don’t know what to do or how to go forward.   
 
Sir, we wish to see Jesus - see him in the family arranging a funeral for the one they love, in the one 
who phones you when you most needed to talk, or the text message of love and support.  See Christ 
in the person you welcome into your home, or the one who breaks bread with you or makes you a 
birthday cake, or as you help your elderly parent to get to bed.  Look for the piece of God in your 
own heart that needs to be recognised and cared for, as the seed which dies but needs nurture in 
order to bring forth its fruit.  This looking and listening does not cancel out our struggle for justice, 
or the longing for peace, it is what makes that struggle possible.  In today’s Gospel Jesus is holding 
to God, glorifying God at the very core of his very being, glorifying God in the very place of fear and 
death.  What is it that we seek, what is that can hold us through the unknown, what is that will not 
desert us even suffering or death, who is it above all else who can draw us to himself even in the 
hour of death?  Sir, we wish to see Jesus.      
 
 
 


