
 
 
 
29  March 2013  THE THREE HOURS  St. Martin in the Fields 
 
 The crucifixion of Jesus was not due to a sudden desire to exterminate him 
 brought on by the heightened atmosphere in Jerusalem in advance of the 
 Passover. The death and life of Jesus cannot be separated from his life and 
 teaching which were consistently at odds with fond religious perceptions and 
 Conventional respectability. Thus, on Good Friday, we see the culmination of 
 long-term resentment at Jesus who redefined and liberated God for all people. 
 
 
1,  AGAINST THE PATRONISATION OF THE ALMIGHTY 
 
Hymn   And can it be?  
Reading  Luke 4: 16-30    
Address   
Choir   I want Jesus to walk with me 
Silence 
Prayer 
 
THEOLOGY? 
 
I hope we haven’t come here for the theology.  
 
There’s plenty of it, especially when we come to the crucifixion. 
 
Theories of the atonement abound, all the way from St Anselm to Hans Kung. And if we are not aficiandos of 
academic treatises, we will have sung what we or others believe. 
 Perhaps the 6th century  
  Pange Lingua Gloriosa   
  (Sing my tongue how glorious battle 
  Glorious victory became) 
   ….which celebrates Christ’s self offering 
  or 
 perhaps the 19th century 
  There is a Green Hill far away 
  or 
 the 20th century 
  How Deep the Father’s Love for us 
   …both of which suggest that God needed to sacrifice his son 
   to appease his anger at the world. 
 
It is not my purpose here to promote or eschew one theology or the other. So, if you have come to see 
whether this preacher endorses your opinion or espouses something you would deem heretical, please be 
disappointed… 
 
For this is not a debating chamber for the erudite; 
it is a sheltering place for people who believe and who don’t believe 
but who today are somehow intrigued, mystified, bemused even, as to why one  
whom no other world religion or secular philosophy regards as guilty 
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should, nevertheless, be condemned to die 
 
MYSTERY 
 
We are here because of a mystery 
 the mystery of the cross 
And you cannot, by definition, explain away a mystery. 
You do not hold it: it holds you. 
 
What I intend to do is not explain the inexplicable, but to enable us to consider how, to some extend the life 
Jesus lived led inevitably to people wanting (as Dietrich Bonhoeffer said) to edge him out of the world and 
onto the cross. 
 
And at times I may use the word redemption -a secular word - which means to buy back, to repossess for its 
rightful owner what has been sold or, for our purposes, those who had sold out to a lesser god. 
 
ASSASSINATION ATTEMPTS BEFORE THE CROSS 
 
But we will not begin with the cross,  
     or the trial before Pilate 
     or the betrayal in the garden 
     or the last supper in the upstairs room. 
 
Jesus is not being crucified because of what he in did last week of his life, but what he did consistently 
throughout his life. 
 
So it is only reasonable that on this day when we remember his cruel assassination, we acknowledge that 
attempts to terminate his life had a long pedigree. It stretches back to Herod who ordered young children to 
be slaughtered, hoping that Jesus would be in that savage cull.  
 
It includes two occasions when, according to John’s Gospel, stones were taken up to throw at him in religious 
precincts. Indeed the threat to his life was so clear that there’s a moment when Jesus turns on his critics and 
says, ‘Why do you want to kill me?’ 
 
And we can also discern that when in synagogues on the Sabbath day, Jesus was moved to heal people who 
were long due a Sabbath from infirmity, the opposition got together to plot his demise. 
 
JESUS AND RELIGIOUS ESTABLISHMENTS 
 
It is not that Jesus found difficulty with religious establishments. He observed the Sabbath in synagogues 
and the festivals at the Temple. It is more that religious establishments found difficulty with him… as is 
manifest in the account of what happened when he preached at the beginning of his ministry, three years 
before the crucifixion, in his home village. 
 
Those of us familiar with the Gospels will have heard this story before. But what often bypasses us is what 
exactly irritated the congregation so much that they should want to bodily carry Jesus to the brow of a hill, 
not to crucify him, but to hurl him to his death. 
 
Was it his language? No people understood him, and complimented the clarity of his voice. 
Was it discourtesy? No, he followed the protocol of the synagogue. 
Was it a primitive attempt at trendy proto-celtic, masculinist, post-colonial, vegetarian theology? No. 
 
All he did. 
All he did ….was to remind people of their history, or rather of God’s history with those who rejoiced in 
presuming themselves to be the chosen people. 
 



He does no more than tell two anecdotes from Jewish history, anecdotes that we find in the Hebrew 
Scriptures, in the first and second book of Kings, about how first Elijah and later Elisha showed kindness in 
the name and under the instruction of God to those who were  
‘Not one of us.’ 
 
A widow from Sidon and a leper from Syria are enabled to feel, to experience the love of God which is not the 
preserve of a holy tribe, a charmed circle, or even a chosen people. God will choose those whom God blesses. 
And God chooses foreigners. 
 
And for this….. 
…for this simple statement of biblical fact, Jesus has to be gotten out of the road of religion. 
 
He who favours those who are NOT ONE OF US, he himself cannot be ONE OF US. 
 
Is this an isolated incident in which Jesus indicates an interest in foreigners? 
We may think so until we remember: 
 
 that he received gifts from wise men who came from Iraq 
 and was sheltered as a refugee in the land of Egypt 
 and had his mind changed about whom he might help by a woman from Syria 
 and was sought after for an audience by people from Greece 
 and saw faith which he had never seen in all Israel in a Roman soldier 
 And took as a model of gratitude a leper from Samaria 
 and on this, the day of his crucifixion,  
 we remember how he shared the carrying of his cross with a man from Libya. 
 
Where is the axis of evil now?? 
Where is the axis of evil now??? 
 
…..In those who are different? 
Or, perniciously, among those who believe that they always have God on their side? 
 
God will not be patronised by  one sect, 
     one theology 
     one nation 
     one denomination 
 
God is in no one’s pocket 
 
Nor will God be the patron of those who believe they deserve heaven’s favour, by dint of their virtue, ability 
or pedigree. 
 
That notion had to be wrung out of the British nation and its colonies 
    Amen!  say Mohandas Ghandi and Julius Nyerere 
    Amen!  say the indigenous peoples of Australia and Canada 
     whose children were forced to be white 
    Amen! say the natives of Diego Garcia who, 
     unlike the Falkland Islanders were offered no plebiscite  
     but were forcibly evicted from their ancestral lands, and 
     sent to places they did not want to go. 
 
The notion of the chosen people had to be wrung out of the United States and South Africa 
    Amen! say Luther King and Rosa Parks 
    Amen! say Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela 
 
The notion has to be wrung out wherever sectarianism or prejudice persuades people that they have a 
monopoly on God. 



    Amen! say the unmarried mothers in Ireland who, with the   
    blessing of the church were locked up while their babies    
  were adopted. 
    Amen! say the victims of clerical child abuse who were too    
   afraid to say No. 
      
 
IT COST JESUS HIS LIFE 
 
It cost Jesus his life to consistently embrace God 
   and be embraced by God 
   in those who were NOT ONE OF US. 
 
 
   ******************************** 
 
PRAYER 
 
We adore you, O Christ and we bless you 
Because by your holy cross, you have redeemed the world. 
 
O Holy Jesus 
whose title, large above your cross, 
is inscribed in three languages, 
and who from the cross looks with compassion 
on a crowd of people from many nations, 
look with compassion on us. 
 
Forgive our tribalisms 
 our discrimination - intellectual and existential 
 our disrespect for the inherent differences 
 which you have planted with deep affection 
 in races and religions as much as in the rainbow 
 
And especially forgive us where 
 we have allowed your name to be used to endorse is was clearly wrong. 
 
Take away all the junk of prejudice out of our hearts, our cities, our structures. 
take it the cross, take it to hell 
so that we and all your people may embrace a larger Christ 
and glimpse a wider heaven. 
 
AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2   THE PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR POTENTIAL 
 
Hymn   Open are the gifts of God  
Reading  Luke 22: 24-34  
Address  
Choir   This is my will, my one command 
Silence 
Prayer 
 
 
CELEBRITIES 
 
There are few real surprises in the worlds of sport or entertainment, the breeding grounds of real or would-be 
celebrities. 
 
Three-legged horses do not win the Grand National 
Boys who weight over fifteen stone never play in the forward line for Spurs or Arsenal. 
Television soap operas are not made with amateur players who consistently forget their lines. 
People who win karaoke competitions are not immediately offered recording contracts. 
 
Celebrities are such because their worth has been attested through competitions, examinations, proven 
examples of their prowess. 
 
It is with a measure of practised surprise that individuals walk up to collect their Oscar. They would not have 
flown to Hollywood and spent a fortune on coiffure and accoutrements if they did not think they had a 
chance of winning. 
 
No one is likely to say to those who have consistently proved their worth,  
  ‘I never thought you had it in you.’ 
 
But sometimes, whether we articulate it or not, we recognise a hitherto unrecognised potential in someone 
who herself or himself never thought they had it in them. 
 
Rilke, the German mystic and poet allows for this when in one of his prayers recently translated he says: 
 
   I love the dark hours of my being, 
   for they deepen my senses. 
 
   From them I’ve come to know that I have room 
   for a second life, timeless and wide. 
 
THE POTENTIAL SUICIDE 
 
Such a thought takes me back to the early seventies and one particular evening when at one o’ clock in the 
morning the phone rang in my parents’ home. Five minutes later, my father came into my bedroom and 
asked if I would go with him to see someone who was threatening suicide. 
 
 
My father was not a doctor or psychologist. He worked in a factory. But in his middle years, he became a 
volunteer with the telephone Samaritans. And on this particular night, overnight telephone calls were 
redirected from the local office to our home. 
 
It was the practice of the Telephone Samaritans at that time that if they felt it important to go to see someone 
in distress, they would go in twos. But my father’s designated partner for that night was ill, so he asked me to 
come and make no allusion to the fact that we were related. 
 



We arrived at a hotel in the country, where after midnight when the premises were empty, the owner who 
had almost drunk himself senseless, had turned on an unlit gas oven. And then he turned it off and made the 
phone call which brought us to him. 
 
I watched as my father began to listen to this man with deep and calm intensity, occasionally asking him 
questions which helped him say more. Then he laid out before the man in an more ordered fashion all that 
demented him, and began to cajole him into believing that his problems were not insurmountable and that 
life was worth living. 
 
I marvelled at this factory worker who had left school at 14 and lived in a council house being able to breathe 
life into someone who in terms of wealth and sophistication was certainly not his equal. The man we saw did 
not believe that he had it in him to live again. But more marvellous to me was that I never knew my father 
had it in him to bring back into the land of the living one who was on the verge of oblivion. 
 
One difference between us and Jesus is that we need a special moment when we recognise the hidden 
potential. There has to be a crisis in which we see that a feckless person can cope, or an emergency which 
summons out the hero in someone’s soul. But for Jesus the ability to see the gold beneath the dross, the 
potential beneath the pain, the hero beneath the heap of human failure was innate. 
 
THE UNKNOWN IN THE DISCIPLES 
 
So we consider one of the last conversations that Jesus has with his disciples. They are concerned to 
determine their pecking order and he disabuses them of any notion or desire for celebrity or greatness: 
 
   ‘In the world, kings Lord it over their subjects, 
   and those in authority are called their country’s “Benefactors.”. 
   But not so with you.’ 
 
He has discerned in them something they do not know, ‘a second life, timeless and wide’ which has nothing 
to do with their proven skill or aspirations, with their considered experience. Indeed it is the very opposite. 
The greatest has the potential to become the least. The one who is always served has the potential to become 
the servant. 
 
And to Peter… 
…to Peter particularly a special word is directed. 
 
Peter is the disciple whose leadership abilities have yet to show, because up till now the only talents he has 
displayed are the ability to say the wrong thing at the wrong time, to hyperventilate on excitement, and also 
to fail, a rogue talent displayed in his rushed avowal of loyalty which Jesus sees through. 
 
To Peter Jesus says a word which the scholars variously translate: 
 
  when you are restored, 
  once you have recovered 
  when you have turned back 
  when you have come to yourself 
Then, then you will be a strength to your brothers. 
 
In Jesus’ eyes, Peter was the Rock on which Jesus would build his church - a curious thing to call someone 
who seemed perpetually to walk on sinking sand! But Jesus saw more. He saw what he had in him. 
 
THE RECURRENT MOTIF 
 
It’s a recurrent motif in Jesus life, and people did not like it. 
 
People didn’t like it when he healed a disfigured woman and called her a Daughter of Abraham, they didn’t 
think she had it in her to dance, to laugh and sing and party, 
 



People didn’t like it when he raised to his feet a man who had been crippled for 38 years. They didn’t think he 
had it in him to stroll through the town with his bed on his head.  
 
People - his own disciples indeed - didn’t like it when they found him in intimate conversation with a non-
Jewish woman at a well. They didn’t think she had it in her to be the first evangelist. 
 
People didn’t like it when he befriended a man who was suspected of being a tight-fisted swindler. They 
didn’t think he had it in him to open his house and his wallet and smile with abject fulfilment as he 
overflowed with generosity. 
 
Each had known dark hours of their being. 
Each, through Jesus, found a second life, timeless and wide 
 
He helped them to come to themselves, 
to turn around. 
to recover 
to move from the burden of the problem to the liberation of potential. 
 
(Indeed I doubt very much that I would be here today had there not been an occasion forty years ago during 
in a very dark period of my life when I stumbled one evening in this very church, and heard if directed to me 
the words, ‘ Once you have come to yourself, you will lend strength to your brothers.) 
 
Such divine clairvoyance which sees the better self and summons it into being is a threat to anyone who 
believes that  merit 
    proven talent 
    pedigree 
are the sole criteria by which our worth is attested. 
and that people who are problematic or poor or unpolished, have no potential. 
 
    ****** 
 
But Jesus, you cannot go around calling into life the hidden seeds that God planted,  
   turning poor women,  
   marginalised nobodies,  
   the sad and mad into saints. 
 
It upsets the fabric of society. 
It skews the social balance. 
It makes life uncomfortable. 
How do you think the celebrities feel? 
 
What kind of world would it be 
if fishermen became Popes; 
and fallen women became Evangelists? 
 
You have to stop it. 
 
….or else… 
 
   ********************************************* 
 
 



PRAYER 
 
We adore you, O Christ and we bless you 
Because by your holy cross, you have redeemed the world. 
 
Oh holy Jesus, 
what did you see in us 
to bring us here,  
 to this day, 
 to this place, 
 where we sit or shuffle 
 while you suffer? 
 
What is it that you, even now, are calling out in us? 
What breadth of love have we yet to find? 
What release in forgiving have we yet to discover? 
What spiritual depth do we miss, preferring to paddle in the shallows? 
 
In your dying hours 
help us even here even now 
to find the more 
or discover the less, 
until we recognise the truer self 
whom you passionately love 
and long to liberate.  
AMEN 
 



3    MATTER MATTERS 
 
 
Hymn   The Truth that Sets us Free  
Reading  Matthew 26: 6-16  
Address  
Choir   The Beatitudes 
Silence 
Prayer 
     
 
 
INCARNATION 
 
We have to blame it on the incarnation. 
 
……all this - this passion, this crucifixion wouldn’t be happening if Jesus had remained the son of God in 
theory,  
 in conjecture,  
 in the ether,  
 in heaven. 
 
You don’t put angels on trial. 
You don’t verbally abuse and physically torture cherubim and seraphim. 
You don’t crucify heavenly creatures. 
 
What we bear witness to today is a direct consequence of the incarnation. But let us not preserve that word 
solely to describe an event which for centuries has been celebrated on the 25th December. God is not 
incarnate solely when the baby Jesus lies safely in his mother’s arms. 
 
The incarnation is God’s decision to take on the infinite experience of human life, 
to become flesh of our flesh and bone of our bone, 
so that Jesus could smell the flowers 
and laugh at children playing in the street, 
and taste fresh-made bread, 
and enjoy the conversation of hookers 
and be moved to tears because someone he loved had died 
 
and to risk… 
yes to risk being ill 
  or tempted 
  or misunderstood; 
  and being defamed 
  and marginalised 
  and suspected 
  and persecuted 
  and tried 
  and condemned. 
 
 
The incarnation is not about God’s soft option for a kindergarten in which children do nativity plays to the 
predictable delight of their parents. The incarnation is about God’s option to become as totally enmeshed, 
and as totally vulnerable as we are in the life of the world. And by the world I don’t mean a sanctified sphere. 
 
God did not so love candlesticks and incense…. 
God did not so love biblical literalists or liberals… 
God did not so love the bishops, clergy and laity in that order. 
 



God so loved the world…and the word is cosmos. 
….the physical stuff 
…the material universe. 
 
It is this, which in Jesus’ perception is up for redemption. 
 
Not just souls 
…not just people who beat their breasts and say their mea culpa 
…not just individuals who yearn for a more satisfying liturgy than their local parish church currently offers. 
 
All that…Yes yes 
But not just that. 
 
IF ONLY 
 
Oh if only he had stuck to soul mongering,  
and weekend retreats,  
and the conversion of the Gentiles, 
and discussing the internal relationships of the Trinity… 
 
If only he had kept to what humanity sees as the legitimate business of religion: 
sacraments and sermons, burials and blessings, 
 
If only he had kept to the prayer book and its rubrics 
there would have been no bother. 
 
WHY MONEY? 
 
Why did you have to talk so much about money, Jesus? 
Why did over half, 25 of 41 of your parables deal with wealth? 
Why did you twice endorse the payment of tax? 
Why did you totally empathise with the poor 
 to the point of saying that a widow with two brass halfpennies 
     showed more generosity than men who wrote blank cheques? 
Why did you totally empathise with the poor 
 and say that it was well-nigh impossible for the rich to enter heaven 
 and yet  
 and yet you happily fraternised with the wealthy:  
      Matthew  
      Zaccheus 
      Lazarus 
      Nicodemus 
      Joseph of Arimathea 
      Simon the Pharisee 
      Simon the Leper 
      Joanna and Susanna 
… just to name those who have names. 
 
Why did you speak so much about that which are our major obsessions - our private income and the public 
purse? 
 
    ************* 
 
And why are we so reticent to be as open about our wealth - private and public - as Jesus was? 
 
    ************* 
 
 



MATTER MATTERS 
 
It’s all to do with the incarnation. 
 
Since God materialised in Jesus, matter matters. 
 
The world of finance is as much up for redemption as the world of religion. And because Jesus knows that 
this is our primary obsession, he speaks unambiguously about it, in simple language which rankles everyone 
who lives on more than a dollar a day.  
 
It is not that he has come as an economist, a 1st century Adam Smith.  
He is not spouting nostrums which should appear in granite lettering above the headquarters of global 
counting houses.  
He is not offering investment advice.  
 
And he is certainly not using negative adjectives to demonise the pounds or euros or dollars in our pocket.  -  
filthy money, dirty lucre, acid loans  et al 
 
Money, to Jesus has no intrinsic moral value.  
 
It is what we do with it which makes it an accursed or a benevolent entity. And that is what niggles avaricious 
people like Judas who the one minute makes public his disapproval of expensive perfume being poured on 
Jesus feet when it could have been sold to alleviate poverty. And the next minute negotiates a wage of twenty 
pieces of silver - none of which does he intend to give to the poor. 
 
Jesus has come to redeem our use of money. It is part of the material world. Its mismanagement causes 
untold misery - as we can see all across the globe as well as in this nation. But so does unbridled 
acquisitiveness, and the two are joined at the hip. 
 
Good Friday is not the time to make partisan comments. But in the light of this aspect of our Lord’s troubling 
ministry, I simply want to note two contrasts in public life which have been reported in the past week. 
The one was on Wednesday when it was indicated that the new governor of the Bank of England is to receive 
almost £5000 per week housing allowance (there are rented houses that costs less than this), while people on 
benefit who have one spare room and cannot move into a smaller house because there are no smaller houses 
are going to have their housing allowance cut. 
 
The other was yesterday when it was announced that the chief executive of the firm which owns British Gas 
was paid £5m after bonuses in 2012,while hard pressed families are seeing their cost of gas over the winter 
rise by 6% thus accounting for up to a quarter of their household income. 
 
This is not a political matter, not even a financial matter, it is a moral matter! Does money rule us - in which 
case, pray that we may be redeemed from this lesser deity. Or do we, like Jesus, attribute no moral value to 
money, but determine its responsible use and distribution. 
 
Dom Helder Camera of Brazil famously remarked, 
‘If I say “blessed are the poor” they call me a saint 
If I ask, “Why are the poor poor?” they call me a communist. 
 
Which statement is the more incisive for our day: 
 
  Blessed are the poor 
  or 
  Why are the poor poor? 
 
Or do the beatitude and the question belong side by side in the vocabulary of faith 
     like prayer and politics 
      spiritual perception and social wellbeing 
      evangelism and economic justice 



with no wedge cordon sanitaire to keep them apart? 
 
    ************** 
 
What are we going to do with money, friends, 
…we who hold purse strings large or small? 
 
What are we going to do with money 
 in the face of Jesus who loved the poor 
 and equally loved the rich 
 and handled currency 
 and spoke of the good it could do 
 and was sold into captivity by that same commodity? 
 
Shall we make it a matter of reserved business  
 and let those who understand the language of billions and trillions 
 keep themselves unaccountable in a hermetically sealed financial bubble 
 unconcerned as to whether or not the world goes to hell in a handcart? 
 
Or do we put it and ourselves up for redemption 
so that the world as well as its people may be saved? 
 
   *********************************** 
 
 
PRAYER 
 
We adore you, O Christ and we bless you 
Because by your holy cross, you have redeemed the world. 
 
Oh Holy Jesus, 
who said that where our heart is 
there will our treasure be, 
in your dying hour 
convert us who have built a wall around our wealth 
and kept our faith apart in a ghetto. 
 
Save us from Judas, 
enlist us with Mary and Matthew 
and all those who put their wealth into your hands 
to prevent their hearts from coveting affluence alone. 
 
To the poor, direct our eyes, 
on the poor, bestow your blessing, 
from the poor take the burdens which impoverish them 
until they, in the curious chemistry of your grace, 
are able to enrich us. 
 
And Jesus, be our treasure; 
Jesus, be our treasure. 
 
AMEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4    TRUTH TO POWER  
 
Hymn   The Servant King 
Reading`  Mark 14: 55-62 &15: 1-5 
Address   
Choir   Surely he hath borne out griefs 
Silence 
Prayer  
 
 
POWER 
 
 
Money is not the only awkward and omnipresent issue which concerns Jesus and vexes us. 
 
There is another reality, less tangible, more dangerous and equally all-pervasive. We don’t talk about it very 
much, certainly not in the church and nor in our domestic lives. We somehow believe that belongs to other 
people, to people of affluence  
     or influence,  
     or physical strength  
     or moral courage. 
 
And perhaps the fact that we don’t acknowledge it permeating all of life, makes it more dangerous. But for 
Jesus this entity is also a constant theme in his conversation, in his teaching, in his challenging of what 
passes for conventional respectability. 
 
I am talking about power. 
 
WE ALL HAVE IT 
 
We all have it. 
Employers have it over employees; 
invaders have it over subject nations. 
The wealthy have it over the poor; 
the articulate over the voiceless 
Parents have it over children 
 until in old age the role is reversed 
 and the child may have it over the parent. 
 
It is only recently that both genders began to accept what women had known for a long time: 
that rape was not primarily a sexual act but the exercise of domination. 
 
And the one in three girls and the one in four boys who may have had overtures made to them by people 
twice there age also know that non-consensual sex is rooted in a desire to control. 
 
And the citadels of religion, where allegedly cooperation and humility are cherished 
they are as prone to the machinations of megalomania as anywhere else. 
 
I spoke with a priest recently who was having a horrendous time with a small coterie of people in his church 
who resisted every sensible change and endlessly spread malicious gossip. I asked whether, by any chance 
those who were being most obstructive were retired business me. 
 
‘Every one of them’ he replied.  
 
They were all people of influence within their own spheres, but now in early retirement they felt a vacuum of 
power….meaning they needed to be in control. So in the absence of any professional responsibility, they tried 
to exercise power in the church. 
 



 
JESUS AND THE POWERFUL 
 
Go through the life of Jesus and you will see a consistent calling to account of those who have power: 
 whether it be the Pharisees whom Jesus accuses of loading onto the poor burdens   
 they cannot carry; 
 or whether it is chastising his own disciples for keeping women and children back from   
 him; 
 or whether it is when he welcomes into the temple the blind, the crippled and the lame   
 whom the authorities wanted to keep out 
 
And I suppose it all begins when he is in the desert being tempted to use his undoubted power for base ends. 
 
Two years ago I met a lovely consultant oncologist, Sam Guglani, a man of Indian stock and Hindu 
background. We were having coffee together, not discussing anything particularly religious, when suddenly 
he said, 
 
  You know what I don’t get about Jesus? 
  He’s not interested in power. 
  He doesn’t seek it,  
  when it’s offered to him, he refuses it; 
  and although he has it 
  he only uses it to make life better for others. 
 
This is a great mystery of faith. But it is not that Jesus denies power within himself. No that would be 
dangerous. It is always very dangerous to deny the power we have. 
 
I learned that in another conversation with another man,… Alan Boesak, one of the great South African anti-
apartheid orators. He was a pastor and university chaplain who when the ANC was in exile stood beside 
Desmond Tutu as a surrogate leader of and temporary spokesmen for the oppressed peoples. 
 
I had heard recordings of him speak in English, but when I first heard him live, he was speaking in German 
and though I do not have that language, I seemed to understand every word he said. 
When eventually I met him, I asked him whether he was aware of the power of his oratory. 
 
 ‘I had to be,’ he replied. 
 ‘because if I was not aware of my power, people’s lives would be at risk. 
 I was the last speaker at the funeral of Steve Biko. 
 People were very angry, and previous speakers had fed that anger. 
 I realised that if I uttered one misplaced word it could easily have driven grieving people  over the 
edge and led to rioting and confrontation with the police and death.. 
 
 I had to be aware of the power I had, and keep it in check.’ 
 
Jesus did not deny the power that he had, but he never used it for personal advantage, not even when he 
comes to be tried in a kangaroo court in front of the religious authorities who are threatened by him and the 
head of the occupying forces who is bemused by him. 
 
WHY IS JESUS THERE? 
 
Why is Jesus there before the Jewish Council and later before Pilate? 
 
Is it because he his words have been an incendiary, rousing people to riot?   No 
Is it because he has subverted the processes of religious or civic government for his own ends?   
         No 
Is it because he has engaged in covert economic chicanery, exposing malpractice while at the same time 
bribing people to support him      No 



Is it because he has entered the field of politics with a manifesto which is bound to engage and incite the 
aspirations of the majority voiceless population?    No 
 
Why is he there in front of the Sanhedrin making no threats? 
Why is he there in front of Pilate refusing to save himself? 
Why is a person who has eschewed power being crucified? 
 
Because all of us have power, men and women, the politicians and the populace, 
and the desire to exercise it unaccountably inevitably leads to the demeaning and destroying of the innocent. 
 
The Canadian author, David Adams Richards deals very incisively with the issue of power and powerlessness 
in novels such as Mercy Among the Children and The Friends of Meagre Fortune.  
In what in a way is his spiritual biography, God Is, he indicates how having grown up as the victim of ridicule 
because he was handicapped and later as an angry and vengeful young man, he has an interesting 
understanding of power. 
 
So he writes:  
  We are all mimics, and we mimic those who are more powerful. 
  And power never seeks liberty for those it controls. 
  It only seeks control and this leads to sin. 
 
  I have lived my life where I have seen enough of violence, 
  And I have studied power. 
  Both the use of power and the need for revenge destroy a faith 
  in something greater than ourselves. 
 

As we look at Jesus condemned and crucified, we see that both 
  The use of power and the need for revenge are set to destroy the 
  very someone who is greater than ourselves. 
 
So he writes:  
  We are all mimics, and we mimic those who are more powerful. 
  And power never seeks liberty for those it controls. 
  It only seeks control and this leads to sin. 
 
  I have lived my life where I have seen enough of violence, 
  And I have studied power. 
  Both the use of power and the need for revenge destroy a faith 
  in something greater than ourselves. 
 
When we look at Christ on the cross, remember that it was people with as much and as little power as 
ourselves who turned the beautiful saviour into a gruesome gargoyle, 
 
Then we might realise, 
    discover 
     know 
  that power, our power is always in need of redemption.   
 
 
THE SILENCE OF JESUS 
 
There are salient moments in the life of Jesus when he espouses silence in the face of those who. 
wish to intimidate. 
 
Men are queuing up to stone a woman whom they caught in the act of adultery, 
 and after he asks whoever is guiltless to throw the first stone,  
 he is silent 
 



Men queue up, some of them paid, to rehearse a list of alleged misdemeanours Jesus has 
 committed, all of which are totally fatuous. 
 And he is silent. 
 
Pilate who has the ultimate power to preserve his life or terminate it, longs for Jesus, even pleads with Jesus 
to say a word in his own defence. 
 But he makes no reply. 
 
….because to react to the taunting of powerful men would be to devalue the power of God and make it an 
adversarial plaything  
 
But to look accusers, liars, megalomaniacs, and puppet dictators in the face and not flinch bears witness to a 
Greater Power who does not play our games, 
        whom we cannot control, 
        and who longs to love and redeem us. 
 
 
  ********************************* 
 
 
PRAYER 
 
We adore you, O Christ and we bless you 
Because by your holy cross, you have redeemed the world. 
 
 
O Holy Jesus, 
stripped and silent 
showing the scars of sadism 
and looking to the casual glance 
every bit a failure, 
draw us to you. 
 
Bring us close enough, even in your dying hour 
to hear your breathe with confidence 
though racked with pain. 
 
We are not here to sympathise, 
nor even just to mourn, 
we are here to learn from you 
what it means to live fearing nobody 
and terrorising no one. 
 
And if to do that 
we have to surrender to you 
our fear of others and our ability to intimidate. 
then take these away 
until denuded of apprehensions and pretences, 
we gladly share your yoke, 
and are made strong. 
Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5   IN GOOD COMPANY 
 
 
Hymn   We turn to God  (Tune: Eventide) 
Reading  Luke 23: 26-34 & 39-43 
Address   
Choir   Ruht woll (Farewell, farewell) 
Silence    
Prayer 
 
 
 
TABLE AND CHAIRS 
 
There’s an exercise my colleagues and I sometimes do when leading retreats. We give each participant a sheet 
of paper on which a rectangle is outlined resembling a table; and around it are eight squared indicating 
chairs. We ask people to write on the chairs the names of six people living or dead whom they would like to 
have together for a meal. Two of the chairs have to be left blank. 
 
Odd combinations frequently appear.  
 
The last time I did it myself, I had Mary Queen of Scots sitting between Tchaikovsky and Mrs Thatcher. Most 
of the time people choose those whose names are well known, but occasionally someone will choose a parent 
or grandparent or teacher. 
 
The two empty chairs have been previously assigned. One is for the participant himself or herself who is the 
host, and the other empty chair is for Jesus. As well as deciding on the menu for this casual meal among 
friends, the host has to choose three subjects that she or he would like the guests - including Jesus - to 
discuss. 
 
It’s a very enjoyable exercise, and I suppose were a psychologist listening in, he or she would be able to tell a 
lot not just about the hosts from their gastronomic preferences, but also about their religious and political 
perspectives. 
 
WHO WOULD JESUS INVITE? 
 
Supposing, however, there were seven chairs round the table instead of eight, but there were still six guests, 
and the host was Jesus. Who would he choose to have join him at his table? 
 
Would he cull from history the great patriarchs of the Jewish tradition - Moses, Isaiah, David on whose 
shoulders he stood, and whose law and prophecies and psalms he fulfilled. 
 
Would he bring together the great saints of the church, the theologians, the evangelists, the reformers, the 
martyrs, the mystics? Would he have Augustine and Columba and Theresa of Avilla and Bonhoeffer and John 
the 23rd and Sojourner Truth? 
 
I don’t think so. 
I don’t think so. 
 
Not that he would despise or wish to offend these people, but because there seems to be a different empathy, 
a different fellow feeling, a different love in Jesus from what is in the rest of us. 
 
THE GREATS AND THE GREAT  
 
The biographies of the greats in history are replete with the names of other people of importance whom they 
have succeeded 
or whom they have met 
or whom they have conquered. 



 
General Franco cannot be isolated from Hitler and Mussolini 
John F Kennedy cannot be separated from Nakita Kruschov and Marilyn Munro 
Mrs Thatcher cannot be separated from Michael Heseltine, Michael Gorbachev, Arthur Scargill. 
 
The greats are begotten by,  
  beget and fraternise with other people of importance. 
 
But the most significant person, the only historical figure of any importance on the world stage whom Jesus 
meets is Pilate. And that is for a few fleeting minutes. 
 
What do we know of Joseph or Arimathea? 
What do we really know of Mary Magdalene? 
Who can name the Magi or which town they came from? 
What kind of character was Peter before he met Jesus? 
 
We just don’t know, because we’re dealing here with a Saviour who not only eschews the limelight, declines 
publicity and refuses to be a celebrity, but he also does not require his work or his mission to have the 
endorsement of the influential.  
 
Remember what happens at the transfiguration when he stands in glorious profile with Moses and Elijah. He 
does not allow the visitation of these spiritual giants to be spoken of. He actively forbids Peter, James and 
John to report what they witness on the mountain. 
 
THE GOSPEL AND NOBODIES 
 
This is a Saviour who listens to the conversation of women at meal tables so that he can take a woman’s story 
about a coin lost from her necklace and turn the tale into a parable that speaks of the searching love of God. 
 
This is a Saviour who is happy not just to engage in risqué conversation with a woman who has had five 
husbands, but who - when she brings here whole village of non-Jews to listen to him - enjoys this alien 
audience so much that he spends another two days in the place. 
 
This is a Saviour who is so frustrated at the untimely death of a friend, and so moved by the grief of other 
people who loved the dead Lazarus that he moves through indignation to tears. 
 
This is a Saviour who - in terms of current beliefs of the time- allows himself to be made ritually unclean by 
being touched by a woman who is has been haemorrhaging for twelve years, and instead of reprimanding 
her, he admires her faith. 
 
It’s all in the Gospels. 
It’s all in the Gospels. 
 
He has spent his ministry, for the most part, among nobodies…so many nobodies that when it comes to his 
trial, nobody of prestige or wealth or authority will speak up for him. 
 
…nobody… except another unnamed person …a woman, known only by her marital status, the wife of Pilate. 
She is the only person who tries to stop the crucifixion. 
 
There’s no one to speak for Jesus. 
 
Stop the clocks!!! 
Oh, for God’s sake, stop the clocks!!! 
 
Why is no one contradicting the paid liars? 
Why is Nicodemus who met him by night not speaking up in the light of day? 
Why is no one even slipping an envelope to Pilate? 
 



Truth, Money, Power have all gone into abandonment. 
 
    ******* 
 
Maybe Jesus, if you had been a bit more selective in your company, 
Maybe Jesus, if you had been more polite at the dinner parties of the wealthy, 
Maybe Jesus, if you’d got the right lawyer….. 
 
    ******* 
 
BEING TOUCHED 
 
Years ago, I went with a BBC crew to make a film in South Africa to be shown in British television on Good 
Friday. It was intended to reflect the suffering of Jesus through the experience of people who had been 
affected and afflicted by Apartheid - black and white. 
 
But there was a new suffering which was evident, that of HIV Aids, affecting and then killing up to 1 in 4 
people in local communities. 
 
We drove to the Sunrise Day Hospice in Themba to the North East of Praetoria and as we entered there was 
music. Loud music was being sung, and people, fifty or sixty of them, were dancing. The camera man rushed 
in to take pictures and get recordings of this joyful singing and of men on the ground, leaning on their hands 
and kicking their legs in the air. 
 
After five minutes or so, the singing ended and people went away, and I was left speaking to Mpho, the 
woman who had started the hospice. 
 
I said to her, was that all for the cameras…all the singing and dancing? 
 
‘Oh no.’ she said. ‘Every day we have about twenty minutes when we sing and dance and pray. It’s very 
important for us.’ 
 
‘But,’ I said, ‘I couldn’t make out who were the patients and who were the nurses and therapists.’ 
 
‘No,’ she replied. ‘you wouldn’t. Because in this place we have discovered that for the healthy to be whole, 
they have to be touched by those who are ill.’ 
 
‘FOR THE HEALTHY TO BE WHOLE THEY HAVE TO BE TOUCHED BY THOSE WHO ARE ILL.’ 
 
And then, as if the curtain had been torn in two, I realised why Jesus let himself be touched, physically and 
emotionally by so many people of such little significance - they endorsed his humanity. They helped him be 
human. 
 
JESUS’ GUESTS 
 
Who would Jesus have as guests at a dinner party if he were host? One of his last words gives us a clue, It is 
to another nobody that he says, 
 
  ‘Today, you will be with me in paradise.’ 
 
We do not know the spiritual proclivities of the thief to whom Jesus promised a place in paradise. But 
perhaps in the words Psalm 130, we have an insight into his true penitence and God’s real mercy: 
 
  In deep distress my soul declares 
  its song of lamentation: 
  ‘Lord, hear my voice. 
  your listening ear determines my salvation. 
  If human guilt was your delight 



  and sin alone obsessed your sight, 
  Lord, who’d escape damnation.’ 
 
  Though punishment should be our prize, 
  another gift is given; 
  for pardon is your property, 
  the greatest grace of heaven. 
  We fear your love more than your might 
  because you exercise the right 
  to name our sins forgiven. 
 
  So now, my soul in penitence 
  affirms the hope I stand on. 
  Like those who wait to see the dawn 
  I yearn to know your pardon. 
  No power can weaken or deform 
  God’s will to challenge and transform. 
  abase, but not abandon. 
 
 
 
 
PRAYER 
 
We adore you, O Christ and we bless you 
Because by your holy cross, you have redeemed the world. 
 
Oh holy Jesus, 
let your desire to forgive 
strengthen our resolve to repent, 
to turn away from all that diminishes us and discredits you. 
 
We will never be great enough to fit your shoes, 
so make us small enough to fit our own 
and to follow your footsteps 
through life and death and from time into eternity. 
AMEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



6   REDEEMING GOD - THE ULIMATE BLASPHEMY 
 
 
Hymn   This is your coronation 
Reading  1 Cor 1: 18-25 
Address   
Silence 
Choir   God so loved the world 
Recessional 
Hymn   When I survey the wondrous cross 
Prayer for the City 
The Lord’s Prayer 
 
    ******************* 
 
 
In these reflections, I have been trying to indicate how there was a certain inevitability about Jesus death, 
which we only can detect when we stop seeing the passion and crucifixion of our Lord event which belong to 
the three days from Maundy Thursday to Easter Morning, as if they were totally separate from the rest of his 
life. 
 
My conviction is that we cannot begin to understand why - from a human point of view - he was sent to the 
cross unless we see in his life and ministry passions, people, moments of discernment, which increasingly 
became a frustration to those who fear him, not because of his might, but because of his truth and 
compassion and integrity 
 
JESUS DIED 
 
It’s coming near to the moment when we remember not just that Jesus was crucified, but that Jesus died. 
There was no divine intervention, no palliative care. In the incarnation Jesus took on fully the risks of human 
life and the certainty of human death. 
 
And though on Sunday we will surely celebrate the joy of Christ’s promised resurrection, here we have 
gathered here for the three hours during which our Lord hung on the cross because there could be no joyful 
resurrection unless there had been real death. 
 
THE CROSS 
 
Throughout history artists, poets, musicians have been moved by the mystery of the cross to produce works 
of priceless value and boundless impact. 
 
And ordinary people who don’t have a way with words or paint or musical notes nevertheless are grasped by 
the mystery of the cross, even if it is, for some, nothing more talismanic practice of wearing it as a piece of 
jewellery. 
 
Baptised children are signed with the cross on their forehead, 
Aged dying people handle it with gnarled arthritic fingers, 
Priests consecrate bread and wine shaping it in thin air 
Dead soldiers across the generations lie under it in the killing fields of the world. 
 
What is about this curiously accessible sacred symbol?  Even people who cannot draw a circle can easily 
make it by simply intersecting two lines. 
 
As I said at the beginning, we are dealing with a mystery. And you cannot explain a mystery.  
You do not have a hold on it, it has a hold on you. The best we can do is to open windows, suggest clues, as to 
what, this side of time, is beyond our full comprehension. 
 



But if we take the account of Jesus passion and death seriously, there is one charge laid against him which we 
must consider carefully.. 
 
It is the charge which ultimately stuck. 
 
 …not the rumour that he was going to destroy the temple. 
  No not that 
 …not the gossip that he was fomenting insurrection. 
  No not that. 
 
……but the charge of blasphemy. 
 
BLASPHEMY 
 
To the ears and in the eyes of those who believed they knew God, Jesus committed the unforgivable sin of 
blasphemy. 
 
This is not a matter of cursing, of taking the Holy Name in vain, but of turning the whole understanding of 
God on its head, and in the process,  
    ruining theologies,  
    undermining the credibility of the clergy, 
    and claiming for God people and spheres of influence 
    hitherto unthinkable.  
 
But even more than that, Jesus was guilty of putting paid to the notion that God was primarily 
    infinite power 
    incomprehensible wisdom, 
    incalculable energy  
    a terrifying ogre whom one had to obey 
     or else 
     or else 
 
God’s power and wisdom and energy are not in dispute today. 
But that is not all of God. 
 
As long as God is seen in these metaphysical negative terms…  not finite 
        not comprehensible 
        not calculable, 
what can we do but quake in our comparative insignificance? 
 
Jesus did deny that God was these things. 
Jesus claimed that God was more 
 
He claimed that the Creator of the Universe had made all things and all people out of love 
   And in the end of the day that was all that mattered 
   And that this love was not a matter of conjecture; 
   it was seen and felt and touched and known 
   in his person 
   and experienced intimately in commitment to him. 
 
All the embracing of outsiders 
and all the radical re-interpretation of the commandments 
and all the injunctions to servant hood and even suffering 
 
….all these were to show, especially when they offended, that God is love. 
 
And if it takes spit and whip and wood and nails and death and hell to prove that God is love, 
then Jesus is not going anywhere else today but Calvary…  foolish 



        nonsensical 
        irrational as it might seem to those who have the 
world the flesh, the devil and God all contained in nice boxes. 
 
A DREAM 
 
Four weeks ago, I had a dream in the middle of the night. It was what you might call a ‘professional dream’ 
 
Other people in other occupations have similar disturbing dreams: 
 
 Singers who in the dream discover that their voice has disappeared. 
 Judges who when about to pronounce the verdict cannot make up their mind. 
 Drivers who discover when driving down a hill that their breaks are not working. 
 
We all have them. 
 
My dream was that it was Good Friday - today. 
And it was not in a church, but in the open air, at a large road junction 
There were crowds all round me, 
and somebody said, ‘ tell them about Jesus.’ 
 
I didn’t know quite how to begin. 
 
But just when I started, someone across the road started heckling and shouting abuse, and people became 
very annoyed with him and I was very confused.  And this is the point where I would normally wake up, but I 
didn’t. 
 
Somehow I found a voice and said, 
 
‘I don’t want a God who I can understand. 
I want a God who can understand me. 
And I want a God who can understand what’s got into the man who is making all the noise. 
And I want a God who can communicate with little children and with people whose minds don’t work 
properly. 
 
And then I woke up. 
 
    ******* 
 
We are not here because we understand God, but because God, in Jesus, understands us, 
and all who are not like us 
and all who may never like us 
and the whole wide world. 
 
And any notion of us believing that we can comprehend God has to be nailed to the cross today. 
 
Because there, on the cross,  
Jesus, the blasphemer, is revealing God, 
   redeeming God 
so that God who is Love can redeem us. 
 
 
 
 
         John L. Bell 
         The Iona Community 
 
         Good Friday 2013 


