
The Cross Adrift 
 
In Jesus, God came face to face with humanity, because all of God was in Jesus.  And meanwhile, in 
Jesus, humanity came face to face with God, because all of humanity was in Jesus.  Jesus is 
therefore the crossroads between God and humanity. 
 
But this crossroads isn’t smooth, tidy, delicate, streamlined, symmetrical, geometric.  This 
crossroads is agonising, rugged, torn, twisted, fearful.  
 
And yet in this tortured, terrible, trembling sight we see glory, wonder, life, hope, freedom, truth.  
 
Here is wood, gone adrift.  Gone adrift from its proper purpose.  Wood was created to make 
mangers, to make altar tables.  Something went badly wrong when wood was used to make crosses.  
Wood went adrift.  
 
And here is a fifth element, bound to the wood.  Is the wood of the cross pulling to itself an adhesive 
extra party, a new dimension, or is a desperate, stray character clinging to the wood of the cross?  
Has that extra element bound itself to the cross or been harnessed by others? 
 
Somehow an extra drifting piece of wood has attached itself to the cross.  The thief beside Jesus, just 
as they are both dying, attaches himself like this to Jesus’ cross.  He says, ‘Jesus, remember me, 
when you come into your kingdom.’  Attach me to your cross.  Never let me go.  And Jesus replies, 
‘Today you will be with me in Paradise.’  I will never let you go. 
 
And that thief becomes this extra, clumsy, part of the cross.  In that thief and Jesus’ reply we find 
hope for us all.  Ugliness, adrift, misplaced, awkward: affixed to the cross, whether by our own 
clinging or by Christ’s binding.  Either way, clinging to Christ, finding our identity, turning the 
awkwardness of wood into the glory of gold: this is how we find our way to Paradise.  And this is 
also how we become part of the cross, and how we become part of the salvation of others. 
 
In Rublev’s icon of the Trinity the three figures are arranged around a table, and there is a fourth 
seat at the table, a seat available to us.  Here they invite us into glory: come, sit, and eat.  In this 
cross, we also receive an invitation to glory: but it’s not civilised, cultured, or subtle.  To be saved by 
this cross is to cling, to cry out, to confess one’s desperation, one’s neediness, one’s ugliness.  Here is 
a cross that says, ‘I’ve been torn apart, and I know that nothing and no one else can save me.’  
‘Jesus, remember me: cling on to me, dig your nails deep into me and never let me go.  I am drifting 
away: hold me tight, and keep me with you for eternity.’  
 
The Cross Apart 
 
The emblem of suffering and shame.  In Deuteronomy 21 we are told that anyone who hangs on a 
tree is under God’s curse.  In thinking of the cross adrift we got in touch with what it would mean to 
be adrift from God and from life forever.  Here, as we consider the cross apart, we get closer to 
thinking of what it means to be ostracised, to be ashamed. 
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I wonder if you’ve ever been truly ashamed.  I wonder if you or someone you’ve known well has 
been exposed, has been trashed in the newspapers, has had their name turned into a byword for 
failure, betrayal, lust, deceit, greed, or whatever other folly it makes us all feel better to see 
displayed more fully in others than in ourselves.  I wonder if you know anyone who carries around a 
profound shame not on their own account, but because someone close to them did something 
terrible or was singled out for special revulsion or derision.  Or maybe you or someone you know 
lives with a shame that truly is not yours, but for reasons of fear or love or habit or entrapment you 
have taken on someone else’s shame as if it were your own. 
 
The emblem of suffering and shame.  Cursed be the one who hangs on a tree.  This is a stumbling 
block, literally translated, a scandal.  We have mixed feelings today about saying Jesus was the 
innocent victim who died to pay the price of our sins.  But put it this way: if you have lived with 
harrowing shame, you can imagine what it would feel like to have that shame lifted off your 
shoulders and be set free once and for all.  Imagine all that shame being laid upon the cursed one 
who hangs on the tree.  
 
And now picture what we might call a conventional cross, flat, geometric, well-measured, 
proportionate, square.  And imagine that cross being convulsed by a 100,000 volts of shame.  What 
would it look like?  It would look like what you see – twisted, contorted, buckled.  What you see is 
Christ convulsed by our shame: Christ taking on our shame that we might stand before God, 
forgiven, loved, and free.  
 
So I’ll cherish that old rugged cross.  For that old rugged cross, so despised by the world, has a 
wondrous attraction for me.  And in that old rugged cross, stained with blood so divine, a wondrous 
beauty I see.  And when I see what it cost Christ to take on my shame, I might, just might, consider 
what it might be like for me to take on some of the shame of others: to spend my time with those the 
world despises, to hang out with ones who the world regards as beneath contempt.  Because I look 
at this cross and realise... that’s where the gold lies.  That’s the amazing thing: it’s convulsed, it’s 
buckled, it’s contorted – but it’s gold.  It’s gold because heaven is made up of the convulsed, the 
buckled, and the contorted, whose suffering and shame has been taken away from them.  I want to 
share that gold. 
 
The Cross Aloft 
 
Towards the end of Helen Waddell’s account of the life of the twelfth-century scholastic theologian 
Peter Abélard, Peter and a friend go on a walk in the forest together, partly to reflect on the tragedy 
of Peter’s love for the scholar Héloise and its painful course and violent climax.  Peter’s friend 
Thibault points to a sawn tree, and says Christ is like the cross-section of God – the part of God that 
we see.  But God is the whole tree, and God’s characteristics are like the rings that run right through 
the length of the tree’s trunk.  It’s easy to think of these rings including kindness and forgiveness 
and healing.  But Thibault says these characteristics also include the cross.  
 
In other words the cross wasn’t just a single event in time.  It reveals to us God’s eternal character.  
What this claims is that God knew in creating us that we would shrink from relationship, from 
covenant, from perpetual friendship.  God knew there would be a fall.  But God went ahead and 
created us anyway.  And that cross, that scar on God’s heart, that contorted, twisted shape we see 
before us in the shape of Christ’s agony, remains with God forever.  It isn’t obliterated by the 
resurrection.  It’s transformed and redeemed by the resurrection, but the scar is still there.  Hence 
there is a cross in the heart of God: there has been since the foundation of the world and there 
always will be.  
 
The little boy used to bring home friends from school.  They used to play in the living room.  But his 
father began to notice that his son stopped bringing home friends to play.  So he sat down on the 



stair with his son, the place where they would chat.  He said, ‘I’ve noticed you don’t bring friends 
home to play anymore, son.  Is it because of your mum?’  His son nodded.  ‘Is it because of her 
hands?’  His son nodded again.  ‘Let me tell you how your mum got those hands.  One day when you 
were a very little boy she was next door and heard you screaming.  You’d crawled into the fire.  So 
she plunged her hands into the fire to get you out.  But her hands were badly damaged.  So when 
you see your mum’s hands, you see how much she loves you.’  A week or two later the father noticed 
his son started bringing friends home again.  And one day he overheard his son say to a friend, ‘You 
see my mum’s hands?  They show how much she loves me.’ 
 
When we see the cross we see God’s hands.  And we see how much God loves us. 
 
But this isn’t in the end a cause of lament.  In the end this is a cause of sharing God’s glory.  We 
think of glory as mysterious, wonderful, and ecstatic.  But God’s glory lies right here.  The cross is 
finally bathed in gold because it depicts how much God loves us.  And how much God loves us is the 
way God has chosen to define glory.  We lift high the cross because in the cross we discover what 
glory means.  Christ’s agony on the cross is the shape of glory, because there we discover how much 
God loves us.  And heaven is the realm in which that love is fulfilled.  But it’s already been fully 
revealed.  And we know what it looks like.  It looks like this. 
 


