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The End of God 
Addresses for Holy Week 2019 by Angela Tilby  

 
 
Palm Sunday 14th April  
 
THE END OF THE ROAD 
 
Palm Sunday – the beginning of the week which marks the end of Jesus Christ’s earthly life and the 
beginning of the Christian faith. We will have travelled a long way by this time next Sunday. I’ll 
have quite a lot I hope to share to with you this week about the death of Jesus and the beginning of 
the new faith. But tonight I want to remind myself and all of us that we always hear the Holy Week 
story at a particular time in the history of our society, our country and of the world. I don’t think I 
am unique in reading this time as one of foreboding, where there is a sense that much of what we 
have most treasured and valued in our history is under threat. Democracy, culture, civilisation, 
even basic human decency. I don’t think I am just a disgruntled old miseryboots in this – I hear it 
from the young as well as the old, from the left and right in politics, from the reasonably well off to 
those who are struggling.  
 
And into all this comes the memory of Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a donkey and being 
acclaimed by the crowds. This procession through the streets, these loud acclamations, these 
outpourings of emotion are things we know about, things we have seen. In our context we might 
call it populism. It recalls other more recent demonstrations in this country and elsewhere when 
crowds of people come out on the streets to register their concerns, their protests, to hail their 
champions and to condemn their enemies. Jesus rides into the crowd as one who promises a new 
beginning, who looks and behaves like a Messiah. Jesus not only rides into it; he draws out the 
longings of the crowd, making manifest both their potency and their pathos.  
 
There are many ways in which Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem has been interpreted. There’s the 
version which one sometimes finds among critics of the Christian faith which runs like this: Jesus 
got caught up in a demo he did not orchestrate – he was simply the wrong person in the wrong 
place at the wrong time.  
 
And there’s the opposite version which states that Jesus deliberately acted out the prophecy that 
the Son of David would enter Jerusalem in triumph to the chorus of loud hosannas. And if you take 
that view then there are two different ways you can interpret Jesus’s decision. The first would be 
to say that Jesus meant to provoke. He was launching an assault on Roman rule and Jewish 
establishment. And the other softer version of that, that he entered Jerusalem on a donkey to 
remind his people that their notions of leadership are all wrong. Jesus comes as king, yes, but he 
comes not in grandeur but in humility. Innocence, a bid for power, an attack on power – all these 
motives for Jesus’s actions hover at the start of Holy Week.  
 
And we are present to those motives in ourselves, in our hopes and desires and fears about our 
own lives, in our hopes and desires and fears about our world. This is the beginning of the end of 
the road for Jesus and the road is familiar to us whether we are disciples or critics or bystanders. 
We have seen passionate crowds in Sudan, in Algeria, in Venezuala, in Paris, in London, with their 
hopes of salvation; it is all very familiar. I think this should tell us three things at the beginning of 
Holy Week.  
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First that there is an unquenchable human desire for fulfilment. Those Biblical crowds, and our 
modern crowds, are, at their best, longing for justice, freedom and fairness. We are not satisfied 
with versions of what it is to be human which write us off as ‘the masses’,  or as the ignorant, or as 
consumers, or as data on social media. Crowds followed Jesus all his life because he saw 
something more in them than a mob. He did not flatter them or wind them up. He taught them to 
love God and do justice. Basic old-fashioned values. And he fed them in the desert and healed them 
one by one.  
 
The second thing we can see at the start of Holy Week is that the instincts we have towards a 
better and truer life are evidence of a kind of faith. We have within ourselves a sense of what 
human life should be about and are justly angry when it is thwarted.  Christ too was angry at 
ruined lives. Four times in the New Testament Jesus is said to have ‘snorted’ with indignation (the 
Greek is literally ‘snorted like a horse’) at being confronted with human indignity. How often he 
said to those he healed, ‘Your faith has healed you’. That faith is where we are most true to what 
we are created to be.  
 
The third thing we see turns the spotlight on us more sharply.  The desires that we have that bring 
us out on the streets, or make us curse politicians, are not pure.  Popular perception is not always 
accurate or true even when it is ranged against injustice. The ‘will of the people’ can be disastrous. 
Sermons in Holy Week often make a rhetorical point that the crowds which shout ‘Hosanna’ today, 
will later shout ‘Crucify!’ The point is well made. Human desire is fickle. Jesus riding into 
Jerusalem on a donkey is not just challenging the authorities. He is also challenging his would-be 
supporters, drawing out their fantasies, exposing the craving for vengeance and the humiliation of 
enemies which lies behind their protests.  
 
In my talks and sermons this week I want to say something about the decline of faith and the 
reasons for it. I also want to say why belief in God and in Christ might actually be, especially now, a 
rational, wise and life-giving response to the world in which we live. Today I would simply point to 
the fact that the worst crimes against humanity in the last century, and perhaps in this one also, 
have been committed by regimes that have rejected religion. The millions murdered by the Nazis, 
the even greater numbers starved, killed, driven mad and locked away in the Soviet Union, and 
even today in China and in North Korea, are testimony to what happens when human beings 
replace a notion of God with the Dear Leader, the Chairman, the Sacred Tribal monarch, the 
endlessly re-elected President; all forms of what has come to be known as the Strong Man.  
 
A famous study of Mark’s Gospel is called ‘Binding the Strong Man’, (Ched Myers, Binding the 
Strong Man, 1988) because the author claims that this is what Jesus actually set out to do (Mark 
3.27) – he saw himself  as ‘binding the strong man’ by liberating people from those who exploit 
their desires. In Holy Week we see Jesus provoking the powerful, but also questioning those who 
feel powerless and want revenge. According to a poll last week over half of us in this country want 
to replace our present government with a strong leader who is willing to break the rules. That’s 
where we are at.   
 
The challenge of Holy Week is to discover what it is to have God on our side; God who knows both 
our desire for the good life and the ambivalence of our hearts. God who desires our from those 
who claim to know what’s best for us, and also from the blind fury of our own instincts. This is the 
same God who is both hidden and manifest in nature;  hidden and manifest in history; hidden and 
manifest in Jesus Christ; hidden and manifest in human experience. We should be, could be so 
much more curious about all this.  
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I want to suggest to you that the Christian way makes sense: intellectually, emotionally, spiritually. 
That Holy Week calls us from madness to sanity; from conformity to the true humanity of the 
children of God.  
 
It is all there in that Palm Sunday procession coming to the end of the road. Christ, the Word of 
God, comes into the human world, comes into this most pious and violent of cities and is at first 
adored, then challenged, then judged and then rejected. At the end when we have recognised once 
again the worst that we are capable of we find that we are not abandoned, the one we followed 
with palm branches and then betrayed is mysteriously returned to us; now the first-begotten of 
the dead. The end of the road is an end. But it is also a beginning.  
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Monday 15th April  
THE END OF FAITH  
 
A contemporary theologian has said that the people who best understand the events we 
remember in Holy Week are atheists. They see the death of Jesus on the cross as a perfect example 
of the way the world is, because it shows how the innocent are judged to be guilty, and the violent 
get what they want. The cross, then, demonstrates the triumph of evil over good.  
 
But if that is all there is to say, we might as well go home tonight and forget about Good Friday and 
Easter, perhaps making an exception to allow us to consume chocolate dinosaurs next weekend.  
 
The death of Jesus on the cross is obviously a story of injustice; the innocent Jesus is betrayed, 
tried and executed for a variety of reasons; chiefly because of unproven claims that he was a 
threat to public order. But Christians have never seen that as the end of his story. The events of 
Easter gave them an interpretation of the death of Jesus which is startling. Jesus returns from 
death not to bring vengeance on his enemies, but with forgiveness and hope. And so the cross 
came to be seen an expression not only of human violence but also of divine love.  
 
For Christians the cross and the resurrection are signs that in spite of appearances this world is a 
good world, that justice is worth fighting for, that when things go wrong – as they do – the world is 
still ultimately sustained by God’s sacrificial love. Those are big claims. I have an ‘inner atheist’ 
who finds these claims simply incredible. He – my inner atheist - says that there is simply no place 
for faith and no evidence for God. But all is not lost, we can manage on our own. We can still be 
wise and good and truthful even though there is no one out there to help us and the universe is 
indifferent.  

 
There is no denying that belief in God appears to be in decline in this country. All the mainstream 
churches have falling numbers. Some of you will quietly mourn the fact that your children seem to 
do OK without God; you wince slightly at the mockery of God and religion in general in the media.  
And you might even wonder whether those hard-headed atheists who claim science has abolished 
God might not be right.  
 
To begin with that last point. I once found myself in a radio studio opposite one of those hard-
headed public atheists; and found myself looking into the icy blue eyes of a total fanatic; incapable 
of moderation and reasoned argument. I did what many of us who have been brought up to be 
polite might do: I smiled, I laughed a little, I tried to appease. I knew I could never be as rude about 
his unbelief as he was being about what he presumed were my beliefs. Presumed is the right word 
here, because I quickly realised that he had me signed up for beliefs which I did not hold, and 
which were a caricature of those I did.  
 
That incident and others have made me realise that the atheism espoused by the chattering 
classes - media people, academics and so on -  is not quite what it seems to be. They say, of course, 
that atheism has scientific roots. It stands for reason against dogma, for dispassionate enquiry 
instead of prejudice, for beliefs based on evidence instead of the unproven assertions of faith. But 
if you explore a little more deeply you quickly find that this atheism is too often based on a 
caricature of what religious people have always believed God to be. The God atheists want to 
abolish is an incompetent bully who has landed us in a cruel world full of arbitrary rules and 
unjustifiable prejudices. We might agree with them that the sooner we get rid of this old tyrant, 
the better.  
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The problem is that the God atheists want to abolish is not the God that most thoughtful people of 
faith believe in. There is an extraordinary consensus among Christians, Muslims, Jews, Hindus, 
Sikhs, and up to a point Buddhists (though Buddhists might not use the word God) about the 
nature of God and it isn’t the god of the atheists. What world faiths share is a belief in the oneness, 
the unity and the transcendence of the divine nature. ‘God’ is not to be treated as a proper name, 
like Peter or Anne or even Jesus. God is not OMG, ‘O My Gawd’. When God appeared to Moses at 
the burning bush he did not name himself except as mystery: ‘I am who I am’, a name which is not 
a name at all.  
 
The mystery of God is fundamental. God’s isn’t part of nature. You won’t find him beyond the most 
distant galaxy or staring up from the heart of that black hole we saw illustrated last week. One of 
the paradoxes of the life of Stephen Hawking, who died last Easter, is how he has both claimed to 
be an atheist while also teasing us with the notion that we might one day come to ‘know the mind 
of God’. He said he meant this as a metaphor, and yet, a metaphor for what exactly? A metaphor is 
a way of speaking of something in a way which goes beyond literal meaning, and when we speak 
of God that is what we must do. God is not a thing. God is no-thing.  
 
What the word God stands for is still very much around in people’s experience. Faith, for many 
people begins in the sense of wonder they feel at the inexplicable ‘thereness’ of things, the sheer 
gratuity of existence. This wonder is found in all cultures, in all times and in all places. Many 
children have it and it never quite leaves them. Long before there is debate about whether or not 
God exists, God is simply known.  
 
Today scientists can explain the emergence of our universe in the big bang as the product of 
entirely natural forces. Because of this some go on to claim that science proves there is no 
intention behind it all, no plan, everything is the accidental expression of mathematical 
possibilities. They say that there is no reason why the universe should have produced life, or 
minds, or morality or music. It just did. And because these accidental emergences have offered 
evolutionary advantages to some living beings they have continued. This view is what is known as 
naturalism and it is what most atheists believe who claim science has abolished God.  
 
It could be true, says my inner atheist. And I say, Sure. It could be. But it is not as obviously true as 
you might think. The weakness of naturalism is that it is based on a contradiction. Scientific 
method relies on reason, but the evidence that we have about the nature of the world leads us not 
to greater reason but to unreason, because the universe that science describes has no reason for 
being. The question of why the laws of mathematics exist and can produce worlds like ours is not 
solved by simply stating that they do. There remains an itch for a greater explanation.  
 
I think it is actually more rational to deduce that existence must rest on something greater than 
itself, that there is an absolute cause of everything, the ground of being. This is what the word God 
means in the philosophical tradition of the world’s religions. But I would go further than this. This 
universe has produced minds, like ours, beings who can think and direct their activities to achieve 
particular ends. Rather than assume that these tendencies emerged by accident, would it not be 
more rational to suggest that the universe itself is a product of intention; that the ground of the 
universe is something like mind.  
 
That, I would suggest, is what classical Christian theology means by God as creator. Science looks 
at cause and effect, seeks evidence, applies method, declares results. Faith on the other hand has 
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its roots in intuition and operates at the level of the wholeness of things, the unprovable, the 
irreducible, the sheer thereness of everything that is. One of the early Christian theologians, 
Irenaeus of Lyons, was fighting a battle against heretics called Gnostics, who thought we were 
trapped in a great chain of matter and needed to be rescued from our bodies and from the world. 
No, he said, there is no great chain imprisoning us. Our bodies are good, the material world is 
good. God is where the world is. In other words when we speak of God we are talking about the 
environment in which everything happens. The God I believe in is immediately and 
simultaneously present to every particle of creation, every rational thought, every impulse 
towards the good, the beautiful and the true. And at the same time God is mysteriously healing the 
flaws in the fabric, holding the pieces together and enabling them to knit back together for good, 
taking into his own being the tragedies and mistakes that accompany our freedom. Seen in this 
light the events of Holy Week are a sharp moral lens into the nature of reality itself, they show 
what this world is to God and what God is for the world. The cross and the empty tomb are the 
condition, the guarantee, the meaning and the purpose:of existence itself, and - I believe - the 
solution to the riddle of existence.  
 
To try to abolish God by destroying faith runs the risk of abolishing reason too and with it the 
moral framework which human beings need in order to thrive and flourish. It also makes room for 
the projection of sheer will as the fundamental drive of any rational beings that universe has 
irrationally thrown up. Sheer will of course is what drives the strong man. Sheer will, the will of 
the people, is what brought Jesus to the cross. Some might think that getting rid of God and 
establishing human will as the final authority would be a secular definition of heaven. We could 
solve our problems overnight! The environment! Justice for all! Tolerance and diversity! The end 
of incorrect thought! But I am not sure that it would not turn out to be a definition of hell. For me 
an exploration of faith, of scripture, of tradition, of morality, of human fallibility, of God-inspired 
reason is not only more rational, but more sane, more hopeful, more human and very much more 
likely to be true.   
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 Tuesday 16th April 2019  
THE END OF REASON  
 
In my television days I once met the American physicist Steven Weinberg, author of a 
book about the origins of the universe called The First Three Minutes. He had agreed to 
be interviewed for a programme I was making. The deal was that he didn’t want a fee; 
he wanted instead a private copy of the 1967 BBC television drama, ‘The Forsyte Saga’. 
I’m sure it was illegal, but I remember surreptitiously having it copied, reel by reel on to 
VHS cassettes which took up a whole suitcase.  
 
Steven Weinberg is famous for a particular sentence. In The First Three Minutes he 
wrote, speaking of his own work on elementary particles and physical cosmology:  ‘The 
more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.’  
 
So today I want to talk about the consequences of pointlessness and the challenge that it 
poses to any notion that we can live our lives well by applying the insight of faith, 
reason and morality. Yesterday I looked at society’s current prejudice against belief in 
God. The prejudice assumes not only that religion is irrational. It also assumes that 
religion is destructive. Get rid of religion, they say, and we shall be free. This is what my 
inner atheist thinks. I have to say he rather hates God. He reminds me of things that our 
rather mild branch of Christianity in the C of E has done to oppress and hurt individuals 
in the past and present. He tells me that belief in God has caused wars, and suggests that 
it has opposed the advance of science and learning.  
 
Now a case can certainly made for some of that. I don’t think anyone would doubt that 
appalling things have been done in the name of God, and still are. Or that religious 
people can sometimes be blind and wilful. I feel ashamed, as I am sure some of you do, 
at the Church’s acceptance of cruelty, its complacency at injustice, its deceit. My inner 
atheist stamps his foot and he is right – some of this is truly horrific.  
 
But I think we would be wrong to assume that abolishing religion would lead to greater 
human freedom. The most destructive, unjust and repressive periods in human history 
were not dominated by religion at all, but by recent secular ideologies based on a 
twisted version of evolutionary science. I am thinking of the pagan Third Reich and the 
atheist Soviet Union under communism.  
 
We of course often congratulate ourselves on living in the free world, where we enjoy 
freedom of speech, freedom of association, freedom to believe or not to believe, freedom 
of choice.  
 
But perhaps we are not as free as we think we are. Some go so far as to suggest that we 
are in the grip of another oppressive regime, far more fascinating and rewarding than 
the ones inspired by Marxism or Fascism: the ideology of consumerism. I am what I buy, 
or even I shop therefore I am: Tesco ergo sum. Now I like shopping, I’m afraid, and I like 
the freedom of the internet. But I do worry about our tendency to reduce the idea of 
freedom to personal choice; to say, I am free if I can choose. And what do I choose? Go 
into a supermarket, go online and you are in a place that does more than store 
necessities: you enter a palace of dreams, a hall of mirrors, and this is where you 
purchase your identity. Here I spend my money on making myself me, here I click ‘likes’ 
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so that mindless algorithms can stalk my habits. Of course to see human freedom in 
terms of freedom to make these kind of choices reflects the relative affluence of our 
society.  
 
If we didn’t have the choices we enjoy, we might well think that freedom from poverty, 
from ignorance and oppression should come first. And indeed for some in our society 
they do come first. It is not everyone who is in a position to choose what they have for 
dinner. Some don’t get dinner at all. Our belief that freedom means personal choice 
illustrates one of the things that has happened as our society has moved away from 
belief in God. If there is no God the ultimate arbiter is either society or self. And for us in 
the west, it is generally self. I am free to be or to become anything I want to be or 
become. It is a right, a core belief.  
 
We see this manifested in all kinds of ways. One would be the belief that the whole 
purpose of life is to do things ‘my way’, to be the star in my own firmament. Ask a child 
what they want to be when they grow up and alarmingly often the answer is ‘to be 
famous’. This is the lure of celebrity culture: Just follow your dream. And many think 
that way lies fulfilment and happiness.  
 
When a celebrity dies of drugs or drink or excess - think of George Best or Amy 
Winehouse - their fans often suggest they have won a kind of victory. They have been 
themselves right up to the end, they have not compromised. Few would mention 
addiction or waste or talk about the morality of choice because to do so would have 
been to appear judgmental. And in an age when freedom is defined in terms of 
individual choice you must never ever judge another person’s life-style. My choice, my 
truth, is more important than my or anyone else’s health or well-being, it is more 
important even than reason, which might question the sanity of choosing to be off your 
head half the time. But no. Choice trumps reason.  Choice trumps everything. I wonder if 
you know that Frank Sinatra’s My Way is one of the most popular pieces of music played 
at funerals.  
 
So doing things my ‘my way’ comes to be seen not so much a privilege of affluence as a 
duty. A duty to myself and my chosen values. And because exercising my freedom is a 
duty, I must avoid any commitment that could prevent me being free to choose. Any 
promises I make are strictly provisional. One perhaps trivial example of this is the 
increasing reluctance people have about answering invitations. Even if they accept an 
invitation many still feel free to pull out at the last minute or just not turn up at all. My 
freedom is always more important than any commitment I might already have made. I 
think it is a similar phenomenon which makes people describe themselves as ‘spiritual 
but not religious.’ Being spiritual keeps your options open. You don’t have to believe or 
belong if you don’t want to, but you can still regard yourself as a thoroughly good 
person, following your own unique and self-chosen path. No way is better than any 
other, so why does it matter?  
 
This refusal to discriminate or commit, this insistence on tolerating all choices however 
destructive or unreasonable, suggests that we are in the grip of a kind of moral nihilism. 
Our refusal to judge might sound compassionate, but I suggest that this is a bending the 
word compassion to provide a mask for what is, in truth, indifference. Compassion that 
appears to respect difference but in fact it is indifferent. This moral nihilism is, I believe, 
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a consequence of end of faith I spoke about yesterday and it reflects the end of reason 
that follows on the end of faith. The ultimate result of the abolition of God, as C.S. Lewis 
said as long ago as 1943, is the abolition of man, humanity. If the universe is pointless, 
as Steven Weinberg once said, then we too are pointless. And if we are pointless then 
the only thing to do is to distract ourselves from the void.   
 
The phrase ‘God is dead’ is associated with the late 19th century German philosopher, 
Friedrich Nietzsche. He recognised, far sooner that most people did, that the idea of God 
no longer held sway in western culture. But he also saw, to his credit, that the death of 
God as a cultural force would have a devastating affect on all of us. He predicted, and 
here I think he became a great prophet, that in the absence of God the only meanings 
possible would be those produced by the naked human will.  
 
Because of course in a meaningless world, there are no moral restraints. Will alone has 
its way. Victory goes to the strong man, to the one most capable of exercising power. 
The role of the weak, as Nietzsche saw it, is simply to be defeated again and again and 
again. Nietzsche welcomed the death of Christianity, which he accused of sentimentality, 
a religion fit only for slaves. He rather admired the drama of Jesus’s death on the cross, 
but he thought Jesus ended up being crucified because of his own moral weakness and 
immaturity; he deplored his lack of ability to land a punch and fight back against his 
persecutors; he saw his compassion as merely a mask for his endless craving for love.  
 
So he didn’t think Jesus could help us much after the death of God. He looked instead to 
the strengthening of human will-power. We needed to harness evolution to produce 
stronger, fitter, human beings: supermen, ‘Ubermenschen’, a superior race. Now it is a 
long way from the madder shores of Nietzsche’s thought to my pondering online 
whether to pursue a pair of trainers in purple or orange, but the link between them is 
the elevation of the will as the arbiter of freedom. I choose therefore I am. Freedom is ‘I 
WANT, I WANT IT NOW’.  
 
Nietzsche himself seems to have pondered the likely outcomes of the death of God and 
to have concluded that the worst outcome would be a society of self-obsessed 
narcissists concerned only with trivia. He clearly regretted this possibility, though he 
also thought it might be inevitable. He realised that a society that had chosen trivia over 
seriousness would no longer be able to produce great art, or music, or literature. So, no 
Michelangelo, no St Matthew Passion, no Notre Dame.  
 
What he perhaps did not quite realise was how hard it would be for a self-obsessed 
affluent society ever to call on its members to make sacrifices, or to be united in the face 
of threat, or, in the end, to protect the weakest and most vulnerable. He wouldn’t have 
approved of doing that of course.  
 
We are a long way from Nietzche’s vision of society. We have not got to that degree of 
moral nihilism. We at least pay lip service to some genuinely Christian values: 
truthfulness, kindness, compassion. But it does seem to me that we are busy spending 
the endowment of our Christian moral legacy without renewing its capital and at some 
point the endowment is going to run out.  
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I believe there are human freedoms which are only secure by being held within the 
greater freedom of God. In a Christian perspective freedom is much wider than freedom 
to be whatever I want to be. Freedom is, in fact, a matter less of choice and more of 
vocation, of becoming who I am through the discovery of God’s will. This is partly a 
discovery of my own self, of course, but it is also a discovery of what others call out of 
me. What do others see in me, what do they ask of me? And how do I respond to that? 
Ultimately it is about who I am in God, in a God who calls me, to be both less and more 
than the self I thought I was. Less in the sense that I am not the centre of the universe. In 
fact I depend on others all the time. And I owe to others more than I often recognise. 
And all of us are ultimately dependent on one another, fleeting souls as we are in this 
vale of tears.  
 
But I am also more than the self I thought I was. I find, as I begin to trust God and 
respond to him, that he has given me a capacity to receive him, to know something of 
him, to trust him for my infinite good. He gives me a way of evaluating my choices, of 
being free from whims and uncontrolled impulses and destructive desires. So that on 
the one hand I am nothing more than a child of chance and time and the dust of the 
universe – that is true – that is what science shows me and what reason compels me to 
acknowledge. But because my existence is willed and grounded by what is ultimately 
unconditional I am also, as the Prayer Book Catechism puts it, ‘a child of God, a member 
of Christ and an inheritor of the kingdom of heaven’. And the model for that is Christ, 
the Son of God, who gave up his freedom for me and for my sake, who chose not to 
exploit his equality with God (Philippians 2.6), but came down from heaven for us and 
for our salvation.  
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Wednesday 17th April 2019 
THE END OF FREEDOM  
 
As a contributor to the BBC’s Thought for the Day I was partly ashamed, partly amused 
some years ago to find my occasional ‘thoughts’ subject to an online parody, courtesy of 
the journal The Freethinker, which describes itself as ‘the voice of atheism since 1881’. 
The parody was called Platitude for the Day and quite a number of us who contribute to 
that slot on Radio 4 found ourselves mercilessly and sometimes rather brilliantly 
mocked. Oh dear. Well I dare say it was good for us!  
 
But it also made me reflect on the tolerance and inclusiveness of the editorial line of 
Thought for the Day. Those of us who contribute are constantly reminded by the 
producers to be aware of the sensitivities of other faiths, and not to cause offence to 
non-believers: humanists and secularists. This means that you tend to fall back on a few 
basic theological ideas, favouring those which can be shown to have been truly and 
obviously beneficial to the whole of society and so not make the atheists too cross. One 
of those ‘acceptable’ beliefs is that human beings are made ‘in the image of God’. My 
inner atheist rather approves of this belief even though he doesn’t believe in the God bit. 
But he likes the idea because he approves of the sentiment that we should treat one 
another as being of equal worth and dignity. It is not difficult to see how deeply 
embedded the idea of equality is in our culture, with its ethical consequences usually 
accepted by humanists and most secularists. 
 
What we don’t yet know is how long the belief in human equality and dignity can last 
when the conditions of it have been eroded; how long the consequences of the belief 
that humans are in the image of God can outlast the loss of the belief that inspired it. 
Because in the end, the image of God is a meaningless concept without God.  
 
I think this is not always realised. Some of those who argue that belief in God is bad for 
us, also blithely assume that it is simply self-evident that we should treat each other as 
being equal in worth and dignity. Human rights, they would say, are fundamental. They 
don’t need to be grounded in any transcendent source.  
 
I have to say I find this optimism utterly irrational. Without faith in a God who created 
us equal there is no fundamental reason why we should treat each other as equals. It is 
not self-evident at all, apart from the fact that it is part of that moral endowment from 
the age of faith which has hung on through the age of reason, and still persists today, in 
an age which may turn out to be an age of unreason.  
 
Outside the framework given by faith you have to find some very good reasons for 
believing in universal human rights and freedoms. And it is not altogether clear what 
those would be, let alone what might distinguish them from animal rights, or even the 
rights of plants, or come to that, destructive parasites and viruses. Militant vegans are 
already showing the way, insisting that we must use the word ‘murder’ when an animal 
is slaughtered for food. There are good reasons for not eating meat, good reasons for 
adopting a vegan diet, good reasons for thinking carefully and kindly about our 
relationship with the animal creation. But murder is something we can only do to one 
another, to beings like us who are not only conscious, as all animals are, but self-
conscious as only humans are. The erosion of difference between humans and animals 
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may be meant to have us treat animals better, but it could also have the unintended 
consequence of making us less than human.  
 
On the other hand the exaggeration of our uniqueness leads us into a different error, 
that of thinking of ourselves as God. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzche spoke of 
Superman, the Ubermensch. Without God, he thought humans must make themselves 
what they want to be by an exercise of sheer will. If sheer human will is the decisive 
factor in human affairs, then it might be logical to abandon belief in human equality and 
dignity, and to actively discriminate; to prefer the intelligent to the intellectually 
challenged; the able-bodied to the disabled, the rich to the poor, the powerful to the 
weak.  
 
This is where Christianity matters. I think we need to recognise that Christianity 
brought into the world something new: an extraordinary revolution in human thought. 
It is important to grasp this because so many of the movements towards equality and 
dignity in our contemporary world come out of that revolution. In the ancient world, the 
world in which Christianity emerged, nobody thought human beings were of equal 
worth. Ancient culture saw the world as a hierarchy in which everyone had their proper 
place.  You might be the emperor, or you might be a wretched slave. You had no choice 
in the matter. Your role was allocated by fate, or by the will of the gods. The whole 
system, divine and human, natural and supernatural, fitted together like cogs in a wheel, 
bound together by necessity, the absolute need for order. But this order was always 
fragile. It needed the force of convention and religion and law to keep it going. The gods 
had to be respected, and so did human authority. Respect for the gods and for rulers - 
their human representatives - was demonstrated by sacrifice. The greatest threat to 
society was chaos. To promote any kind of disorder was not only immoral and anti-
social, it was also the worst possible blasphemy against the gods.  
 
The pagan Roman world into which Christianity emerged was suffused with a noble, 
almost heroic, sadness. There was no escape. The best anyone could ever hope for was 
to accept their god-given fate within the system.  Nature was both beautiful and terrible 
and both humans and gods were part of nature. All people could do was to strive for 
survival, hoping that their lives might be touched by a moment of glory or fame.   
 
In such a world the Christian Gospel was worse than a scandal. It was moral 
insurrection, a challenge to the whole order on which society was based. The Christians, 
after all, worshipped a crucified carpenter, who had hung about with people who were 
outside the system altogether: those with sickening illnesses, the mad, the immoral. No 
wonder Christianity was seen by its first critics as a contagion to be suppressed. 
Christians refused to worship the gods; they wouldn’t even perform the little acts of 
pious loyalty, like burning a few grains of incense to the emperor as the guardian of 
earthly and heavenly order. Instead of a noble sadness they embraced something 
unheard of, real joy, laughter, confidence in the face of persecution and death.  
 
Instead of passively accepting their role, they treasured their baptism which brought 
them into a community that refused to discriminate between rich and poor, male and 
female, slave and free. It is difficult for us to imagine this now: the astonishing sense of 
gratitude and freedom that Christian baptism conferred. So much that it was thought 
worth the terrible risks of persecution and rejection by family and friends.  
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The difference between Christianity and the paganism it gradually replaced came home 
to me once when I was looking at the carvings of the victory column in Rome dedicated 
to the emperor Marcus Aurelius. It showed the Roman army winning on the battlefield. 
But the scene is dominated by the image of the rain-god, a brooding figure with heavy 
dripping wings outstretched over the fallen, menace in his eyes and crushing defeat in 
the fallen bodies and twisted limbs. Marcus Aurelius was one of the best of the Roman 
emperors, a thoughtful Stoic, a dignified, dutiful leader, who meditated regularly and 
even kept a spiritual journal. But in the end he thought there was little consequence in 
human action: all things would pass, there was no ultimate hope or meaning, no final 
awakening from the sleep of death, only the relief that pain and decision and endurance 
was over. Compare that Roman battlefield with early images taken from Christian 
tombs. Images of Jesus healing the sick, restoring sight to the blind, raising the dead. 
And always doing so by reaching out and touching, flesh to flesh, the healing hand, the 
embrace. This is the testament to what Christianity brought into the world. God had 
come down to us in the flesh to bring healing and knowledge and hope; to restoring and 
renewing human life; not out of necessity, but out of sheer gratuitous love.  
 
Christian life is not an idea, or a concept, but a life passed on from person to person to 
person. And eventually over five hundred years the Christian message prevailed. Of 
course it did not bring an end to unfairness or oppression, or even persecution: 
Christians turned out to be every bit as capable of that as their pagan forebears. But it 
did bring into the world a radically different view of human dignity. For the first time 
slaves began to be thought of as real people; you can see the implications of that just 
beginning to play out in the New Testament. It also became possible to question 
authority in a new way, to shame the rich and powerful into acting with humility. It was 
what enabled our patron saint Thomas of Canterbury to challenge the rule of the king, 
and what drove the king to walk in penitence to his shrine at Canterbury. It was what 
made it possible for some of those born into poverty to acquire an education. From the 
early days of the Christian faith, Christians were known to visit the sick and offer relief 
to the poor and found hospitals. Once the idea had taken root that God had to come to us 
in the humanity of Christ, it changed our view of humanity. The human body and the 
human mind were now the dwelling place of God, and in our baptism we are restored to 
that divine image in which we were once created.  
 
Once you grasp that, and of course it has taken centuries for Christians and others to 
begin to grasp it, human beings can no longer be treated as things, disposed of as 
obstacles, written off as enemies. Each person is precious beyond price, unique to God 
and uniquely loved by God.  
 
Without God ascribing such value to human beings our ultimate convictions about 
human worth rest on surprisingly shaky ground. Of course, we still honour human 
beings and try to live by the ethic derived from our inherited belief. But I think we are 
already beginning to see how our assumptions about human dignity can slowly be 
chipped away, once the undergirding conviction that they always rested on has died. It 
does not take much for some people’s lives to become less valuable than others. It does 
not take much for us to prevent the births of those we consider less human, to 
encourage the deaths of those we believe less worthy of life. The philosopher Mary 
Warnock, who died recently, great humanitarian though she was, thought that assisted 
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dying was not only a choice about a dignified death, but a choice to be unselfish in one’s 
dying so as not to burden others. I don’t like the way that argument might unfold.  

We are parasites on our Christian past. For the time being the legacy holds, but we can’t 
know for how long. I spoke yesterday about the American physicist Steven Weinberg 
and his famous sentence that ‘the more the world seems comprehensible the more it 
also seems pointless’. He also said that, ‘The effort to understand the universe is one of 
the very few things that lifts human life a little above the level of farce, and gives it some 
of the grace of tragedy.’  

The grace of tragedy. That is an idea the ancient pagan world would have understood. It 
has come full circle for us. The future we bequeath to our children may be noble in all 
kinds of ways, full of new discoveries and inventions; but without the hope brought to 
us by the Gospel it may be closer to the ancient past than we might imagine - and like 
that ancient past, terribly terribly sad.  
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Maundy Thursday  
19th April 2019  
THE END OF HUMANITY  
 
Tonight is a night when a sermon could seem redundant. We have heard the Gospel, we have seen it 
acted out. Jesus Christ, on the night of his passion reveals himself as the one who loves to the very 
end, and whose love is measured out in service. He takes off his outer clothes and kneels to do the 
routine job of a common slave: washing the tired, aching, dirty feet of his disciples. In doing so, he 
tells us more eloquently than he could ever have done in words what his life and death are all about.  
 
And we have not forgotten. By we, I mean our whole Christian and half-Christian and post-Christian 
and not Christian society with all its range of beliefs and commitments. We have not forgotten in 
that we have not quite forgotten the meaning of these actions we have just seen, even if we have 
forgotten Jesus. His legacy is in the respect our society still has for selfless service. My inner atheist 
is quite impressed by all this. He is pleased when otherwise unknown people are recognised in the 
Honours List. He approves of anonymous donations, hidden benefactors. He recognises the appeal 
of television series like ‘Casualty’ – not so sure about ‘Call the Midwife’ because it is about faith – 
but he believes in the selflessness of those who work for the NHS. Goodwill, kindness, being a Good 
Samaritan, going the extra mile – those last two phrases straight from the Gospels – are still in 
common use and my inner atheist recognises them.  
 
Yet there would be less to recognise without the memory of what Jesus did for his disciples with the 
new commandment, that they love one another. Love, that is the heart of it: love grounded in 
compassion. From the beginning of his ministry Jesus showed an extraordinary depth of 
compassion for the helpless and vulnerable. He did not use his powers to keep himself distant and 
mysterious. He was not superior or condescending. He healed people face to face, person to person. 
Like a good doctor he asked them what the problem was and he listened to what was said. There 
was speech and touch and sometimes advice and direction. More than once the sheer volume and 
intensity of suffering he encountered left him exhausted and depleted. The compassion of Jesus is 
recognised far beyond the Christian world because it expressed something genuinely new in human 
history: a recognition that every human person in God’s eyes is of infinite value.  
 
Our problem is that we have got used to the idea of selfless service, too used to it, so that it no 
longer disturbs us. We have forgotten the theology behind it, and so have domesticated it and even 
tried to make it agreeable. Think of Red Nose day; when we do our bit for others and so feel good 
about ourselves. Things weren’t all that different in the time of Jesus. The great and the good made 
sure they did public works from time to time, set free a few prisoners, abolished debts, offered 
entertainment to the masses with free food and drink. But it was mostly to court popularity, to 
make the people love them. Some of our celebrities and mega-rich enter enthusiastically and 
sincerely into good works, and I am glad of Bill Gates, J.K. Rowling and others who pour money into 
projects that really do make a difference to many people. But such has always been the nature of 
philanthropy. It is more blessed to give than to receive. Jesus himself was familiar with those who 
are pre-eminent in society and wield power and influence, and are ‘known as benefactors’ (Luke 
22.25) – friends of the people! But, he said, to his disciples, ‘It shall not be so with you, rather let the 
the greatest among you become as the youngest and the leader like one who serves’ (v 26). 
 
In washing the disciples’ feet, Jesus was not a celebrity stooping to act humbly towards his disciples. 
There is no hint here of smiling benevolence or gracious condescension. What we see him doing is a 
job which was normally the task of nonentities. Don’t think highly-paid consultant, think poorly-
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paid care assistant. There is no glamour in washing feet, no heroism. It is drudge-work, often done 
by women, and invisible. It is clear from the account in John’s Gospel that at least one of those 
whose feet were washed by Jesus was embarrassed. Peter couldn’t cope with the master doing the 
slave’s job. He felt humiliated because his self-worth depended on Jesus being above him and 
beyond him. And then when he was more or less ordered by Jesus to let his feet by washed, he went 
over the top, ‘Not just my feet but my head and hands…’.  
 
So how do we understand what Jesus did? I think there is a clue in the Gospel itself. According to 
John, Jesus washes the disciples’ feet, ‘knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, 
and that he had come from God and was going to God’ (John 13.3). The Father had given all things 
into his hands. Jesus washed the disciples’ feet not from a place of either humiliation or 
condescension; but from a place of receptivity. He has been given all things. The Father had given all 
things into has hands. And here, I think,  ‘all’ means ‘all’. Words from the letter to the Colossians 
come to mind: ‘In him’ - in Christ – ‘all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell’ (Colossians 1.19).  
And I suppose that must mean the universe, the world, history, destiny, the terrible events ahead 
later tonight and tomorrow. It also includes, of course, this water this towel and these feet. Jesus 
embodies infinite resource, infinite compassion, meeting human need. We are at the place where all 
the edges meet. Time and eternity. Love and death. Betrayal and forgiveness. ‘Through him’, says St 
Paul, ‘God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making 
peace through the blood of his cross’.  
 
Jesus here is offering us a window into the heart of God, just at the moment when the view of who 
God is and what God is doing is just about to be brutally obscured. In the next few hours there will 
be drama, betrayal and violence. And what does Jesus do? He doesn’t plan the great speech for his 
trial, he doesn’t work out a strategy for the survival of his followers, he doesn’t interrogate Judas 
and make him confess his intentions. Instead he performs this small almost invisible act of comfort 
and hygiene for his disciples. This, he says, is what matters. That is one tiny poignant instance of 
what God is doing all the time. We live and struggle and suffer and die in utter dependence on God’s 
goodness. And this is not something passive or distant; it is a constant outpouring of God’s ecstatic 
love on the whole creation which does not leave us as we are, but draws us into repentance, 
forgiveness, unity. The cross which follows the events of tonight is a wholly truthful example and 
account of the malice of which we are all capable, to which we are all vulnerable. Yet tonight we are 
pointed to see the cross not only as the starkest evil; but at the same time as the embrace which 
defeats our worst defeats.  
 
Pointing forwards, the footwashing asks us to see in the cross the love which brought us into the 
world and the love which will carry us out of this world. It is the love that falls on us from above 
when we don’t notice it and wells up from within when we least expect it. God does not shirk the 
agony of this night because he does not shirk love; because God alone knows that love is stronger 
than death, and that Jesus Christ whom he sent into the world is the agent, and maker and restorer 
of love. This is his victory, this is his triumph. This night, tomorrow and for ever.  
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19th April 2019  
GOOD FRIDAY 

 
 

 
1. 12-12.30 pm THE EMPTY CROSS: THE END OF SIN  

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Hymn: To God be the Glory.  

 

 
 

READING Romans 5. 1-8 
 
 
ADDRESS ONE 
 
‘While we were still sinners, Christ died for us’.  
 
The cross is the end of sin. This is the message of the plain empty cross, backlit and  
stark against the sky. I associate this empty cross chiefly with the faith of the Protestant 
Reformation. Protestantism began as a religious protest against ways in which it was 
believed the Church had distorted the true faith by ritual and priestcraft. Historically 
Protestants have shunned visual imagery fearing that images of saints, for example, are 
dangerous, that they can seduce the heart away from the true God. So the Protestant 
church is pure; most typically a whitewashed functional space. What happens in that 
space is proclamation, a confrontation with the pure word of God. ‘While we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us’. When the cross is shown in a Protestant church, or on a 
screen or the cover of a Bible or on a poster, it is most often a plain empty cross like this.  
 
The cross is empty because Christ is not there. Christ is not on the cross because the 
cross is in the past, and Christ no longer suffers because he is in heaven. The empty 
cross, then, is the sign of a victory won, a finished fight, a done deal. Christ has died for 
me. Christ has died for us. This has life-changing consequences, ‘O come to the Father 
through Jesus the Son, and give him the glory great things he has done’. Has done. It is in 
the past. 
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I was guilty, I was condemned. But Jesus has paid the price. He has died for me. And on 
the cross I see that the victim is no longer being tormented which means that I am free 
from the torment of guilt. I can stand on the promises of God and entrust him with my 
life, now and for all eternity.  
 
During my teenage years this was how I understood the cross. It was my way into a 
Christian faith that I could call my own, and I am sure it went alongside a discovery of 
my own independence from my parents. It also made me feel rather superior to the 
pious agnosticism that I attributed to most Church of England churchgoers. If I had any 
doubts, the empty cross was the evidence and the proof of the love of God. Its meaning 
was replicated in the service of Holy Communion in the Book of Common Prayer where 
the sacrifice of Christ was always located in the past. It was because ‘He made there, by 
his one oblation of himself once offered, a full, perfect and sufficient, sacrifice, oblation 
and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world...’ that I could respond with 
thankfulness.  
 
I understood then, and do now, how the Protestant architects of the Reformation saw in 
the empty cross a charter of freedom for all who had been oppressed by the Church, by 
its cruelties, its power plays, its pretensions and follies. Here was a faith which could be 
grasped by anyone. Utterly simply and yet unfathomably deep.  
 
The empty cross made any other sort of cross redundant. Not for me in my teenage 
years the gaudy crucifixes of Roman Catholicism, with their crowns of thorns and 
bloody wounds; I found them repellent.  Not for me the suggestion that there was any 
kind of offering involved with the Eucharist. To think so was a kind of blasphemy, a 
negation of what Christ had done. The empty cross was tidy, neat and clean. And it still 
has that appeal for those who are gasping for clarity – when I taught in Cambridge and 
was later at the Cathedral in Oxford, I noticed how some of the brightest 
undergraduates of both universities simply piled into those churches which preach a 
Gospel of the empty cross. There is a sheer cleverness about being freed from sin by 
simple faith which draws some very brilliant people as well as those who feel they are 
not particularly gifted or clever but carry a sense of guilt.  
 
The founders of the Reformation believed in the finality of the cross as the proof and 
test of everything; judgment and salvation brought together. But it was one thing to be 
saved, it was another to live out the Christian life day after day. Think of poor Thomas 
Cranmer, architect of the Book of Common Prayer, imprisoned under Queen Mary, 
tortured, frightened, miserable. Six times he recanted his Protestant faith, and he was 
still condemned to death. 
 
And that was very hard. Because the empty cross can lead you to a false security in 
which you could come to believe in your own invulnerability. If the cross is empty, if 
Christ has died for you, if the blood of Jesus has taken away your sin; then it can become 
quite hard to acknowledge your own weakness. The empty cross can be taken to 
suggest that Christians can only live victoriously: so what happens when you are 
bereaved, or you fail your exams or lose your job? What happens if you get so angry that 
you hit your partner, or find your drinking is out of control or you betray someone and 
then regret it, or are stricken by that mental pain we call depression? It is not clear if 
there is any place for your suffering or shame on the empty cross. If God has really freed 
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you from sin why does life still hurt? Or does sin just become an abstract word, a 
concept that has nothing to do with the actual life you live?  
 
The empty cross, though magnificent in its simplicity is also rather lonely. The empty 
cross leaves each of us alone and requires that we accept it alone. I once heard a 
preacher speak of his robust Reformation faith in terms of four great ‘alones’: Faith 
alone, Christ alone, scripture alone, grace alone. And yes, lonely was what that sounded 
like.  
 
The empty cross brings justification by faith. But it can also judge others harshly. The 
world, the outsiders, the unbelievers. The cross can become a sign of division between 
the saved and the unsaved, with those of us who ‘get it’ on the inside and those of us 
who don’t on the outside.  
 
Over time I found I was drawn beyond the empty cross to the other dimensions I will 
explore later. But I do not reject it as a starting point. I can still be called back there by 
the great evangelical hymns; I can still be moved by a testimony of a new Christian who 
is simply overwhelmed and humbled that Christ died for him or her. And there is an 
undeniable majesty and beauty in the simplicity of the Protestant Cross. It questions the 
pride of the self-made man or woman; it questions the complacency of the one who is 
unmoved and untouched by the needs and sufferings of the world. It speaks to some of 
those who have no time for religion, no taste for church going, no sense of history or 
tradition.  
 
And for those of us who start here and perhaps want to move on from here, it is 
intriguing to discover that the empty cross does not only belong to Protestants and does 
not only express an evangelical faith. It is also the cross of the Carmelite order; those 
friars and sisters who live by one of the most austere of the Catholic monastic rules. 
Each Carmelite brother or sister has an empty cross in their cell, and this carries a 
meaning which is quite different from that of the empty cross in Protestantism. For the 
Carmelite, the cross is empty because that is where I am. It speaks of a life emptied of 
self, the crucified life that each one is called to live, a life that is deeply identified with 
the suffering of Christ.  
 
We all have some inkling of this through what happens to us at Baptism. When you were 
baptised the cross was traced on your forehead, like a brand or a badge, indicating that 
you belonged to the crucified Christ. At the Reformation most of the ancient rituals of 
the Church were abolished. But our Church of England forebears refused to abolish the 
sign of the cross at baptism. So our foreheads are etched with the cross. In some way 
Christ takes us with him into the cross, and we in our living and dying are still marked 
with that sign.  
 
So don’t just gaze on the cross, recognise that it is scored into your being. This does not 
make you invulnerable, or triumphant all the time. It does not save you from suffering 
and doubt and dread and ambiguity. It does not stop you making mistakes and 
regretting them. But I believe that the cross hallows and consecrates these difficult 
human experiences. Christ works through all that happens to us and through us, to 
bring us to salvation. There is nothing that is outside his scope, or his power or his 
concern.   
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So the empty cross is where we begin and perhaps also where we end, where our own 
life is completed, where we finally surrender to God in Christ’s own words, ‘It is 
finished’.  
 
After the choir anthem there will be a time of silence while we reflect on the empty 
cross. On what God has done for us. On what we might yet do for him.  
 
 
Choir Anthem: Hear my Prayer O Lord, Henry Purcell 
 
PRAYER 
 
So in the silence, bring to the empty cross those whose lives are empty of hope, empty of 
meaning, empty of faith, empty of joy. 
 
And we empty ourselves of our self-assertion, our pride, our vanity, our carelessness. 
 
We ask God to clear a great space for his coming. To cleanse our false images, to 
dismantle our idols, to purify our hearts.  
 
Almighty God, 
look with mercy on this your family 
for which our Lord Jesus Christ was content to be betrayed 
and given up into the hands of sinners 
and to suffer death upon the cross 
who is alive and glorified with you and the Holy Spirit 
one God now and for ever.  
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2. 12.30 – 1 pm THE CRUCIFIX: THE END OF PAIN  
 
Hymn: When I survey the wondrous cross 
 

 
 
 
READING: Luke 23. 26-38 
 
ADDRESS TWO  
 
When I was at school I used to find the story of the crucifixion almost unbearable.  
 
‘See from his head, his hands, his feet, 
Sorrow and love flow mingled down’ 
 
Such language embarrassed me. It made me feel awkward and exposed. I recognise this 
now as the response of shame. It hurts to be in the presence of the cross. Not any cross; 
the empty cross was OK, quite pretty really against the sunset. No, the cross which 
alarmed me was the crucifix, the cross which bears the Prince of glory, the suffering 
Christ.   
 
If Isaac Watts, the author of the hymn ‘When I survey the wondrous cross’ had been a 
Catholic he might not have needed to describe the cross of the suffering Christ in words. 
That cross would have been all too visible as it is in many Catholic contexts today; the 
cruel nails and crown of thorns are in the home, at school, in the pendant crucifix given 
at confirmation, and perhaps and most significantly in Church, on the rood screen or 
above the altar. Blood and thorns and wounds: the traditional Catholic imagination is 
full of the violence and pathos of the cross. 
 
For years it was a shock for me to go into a convent or a school and see the crucifix on 
the wall; it was shocking that is, to my Protestant self. But I knew there was another 
story, for my mother had been a convert to Catholicism and I knew there were things 
like rosaries and stations of the cross and other fascinating perhaps even horrifying 
aspects of Catholic devotion. It surprised and intrigued me how easily Catholics seem to 
live with this daily depiction of torture. What disturbed me was found by them to be 
familiar and reassuring. But of course, what was really disturbing for my Protestant self 
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was the upsetting of the clean and empty cross; the bringing of all that suffering and 
pain into the present, into now, with its inescapable challenge and demand.   
 
The crucifix makes us look on Christ’s suffering. We see him dying before our eyes. We 
see him offering up his life to the Father. And though this is a past event it is also 
something which is still going on. Where the Protestant imagination sees Christ alone 
on the cross – think of the much-loved hymn, ‘In Christ alone my hope is found…’ – the 
Catholic imagination sees Christ surrounded by his friends and enemies. It is 
extraordinary how Luke’s account of the crucifixion draws in all these onlookers and 
strangers as Christ goes on his way. There is Simon of Cyrene, who is forced to carry the 
cross behind Jesus; there are the crowds of wailing women who come out to meet him 
on the way like a Greek chorus in a tragedy; and finally the two thieves crucified on 
either side of him.  It is as though Luke is saying: as you look on Christ’s suffering you 
are also seeing the suffering of the whole world. It is also a mirror into the suffering that 
life has imposed on you. My own gradual movement towards the crucifix came as I grew 
older and began to realise some intractable things about myself, some of the depth of 
childhood wounds – nothing exceptional – just the normal stresses and humiliations 
which mark us all.  
 
It was then that I began to respond to the crucifix as something profoundly comforting.  
When you are in mental or physical pain it simply helps to know that Christ went 
through it too. It helps to visualise him bearing his cross, as you struggle to carry your 
own; or when you can’t carry your own and must rely on someone else – a Simon of 
Cyrene – to do it for you. When we see Christ nailed to the cross we realise that our own 
pain is recognised. Not healed or taken away but recognised, acknowledged. That in 
itself can bring a real measure of relief. There are no answers, but the crucifix shows me 
I am not alone.  
 
The transition from the empty cross to the crucifix marked the transition from what my 
younger self had always tried to avoid, to what my older self found I had to accept. And 
not only for myself. When we look at Christ on the cross we also recognise his suffering 
in the suffering of the poor, the tormented, the grieving. And of course there is a 
challenge in that, a real demand. Am I prepared to walk in the way of the cross? To give 
my life as Christ has given his? His life for me, mine for him? In this way of looking at the 
cross his death is not only a substitute for mine, it also challenges me to take up the 
cross in his company.   
 
This is the Christian call to costly witness, the pouring out of our lives in love and 
service. This is what has motivated the long line of saints and martyrs from the earliest 
days of the Church to our own time. It has enabled Christians to work in the most 
desperate and appalling situations, to see the crucified Lord in the least of his brethren.   
 
There is something so moving and so powerful in this way of looking at the cross that I 
almost hesitate to voice a reservation. But I do have a reservation nonetheless. The call 
to follow Christ is always a call to life. Life through death, of course, but still a call to life, 
not a call to death. The believer who longs for martyrdom is a dangerous person to have 
around. They can destroy themselves by the lust for a sacrificial death, and take others 
with them, whether they mean to or not.  The cross can also be used to repress the 
question of justice, to keep people in their place, humble and compliant. Think of those 
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children in Catholic schools and institutions abused and betrayed under the watchful 
eye of the crucified Christ. Or think of those weird holy Anglo-Catholic slum priests who 
lived lives of astonishing austerity and sometimes secrecy; caring for others round the 
clock, while suffering inwardly from desperate depression or addictions of one kind or 
another. There is a martyr complex which encourages people to feed others while 
starving themselves. This is like the anorexic, who loves to prepare food and watch 
others eating while standing back, secretly consumed by their own hunger.  If our only 
valid and valuable life is a crucified life, if the authenticity of our service and 
commitment to Christ is measured by how much it hurts, then there is going to be grief 
and distortion, not life, not joy. The Church is right to identify Christ with the poor and 
the needy but it is wrong if it does not also work for the poor to be unpoor, for the 
needy to have what they need in abundance. Otherwise it is just sentimentality.  
 
So we need to be careful that the constant presence of the crucified Christ does not turn 
into a fascination with suffering, a kind of spiritual snobbery which patronises those 
who find life, real life, in ordinary things; in a job well done, a happy enough family, a 
good enough marriage, a working faith. Those are real Christian vocations and ways of 
fulfilling God’s will; and if we follow them faithfully the cross will find us on its own 
terms and in its own way. We do not have to borrow a cross of particular austerity 
because the one life has actually dealt us is not good enough!  
 
These are heretical thoughts, I know, and perhaps not worthy of Good Friday, but I want 
here to stick to the sane wisdom that I have also inherited from our Anglican heritage. 
The cross is part of the whole, the key to life, but not the whole of life. Without it, there 
is no life at all; but the point is salvation, not hell, not torment. There is an end to pain.  
 
Meanwhile we can contemplate the crucifix with thankfulness. We do not have to be 
perfect. We do not have to be well. We do not have to be strong. Christ on the cross 
accepts what we are and who we are, as he accepts Simon of Cyrene, as he accepts the 
dying thief. All our lives are here, our sins and failures as well as our gifts and talents. 
‘The chances we have missed, the graces we resist, Lord, take and redeem’.  
 
So in the silence, reflect on the crucifix, be still in the presence of Christ on the cross. Let 
is be in silent conversation with the Lord in our hearts. What does he ask of us? What 
does he give to us? What in us calls out his forgiveness? 
 

Choir Anthem: Ave Verum Corpus, William Byrd.  

PRAYER 
 
In the silence we bring to the crucified Christ the sufferings of humanity  
especially those who are dying, 
 
those whose suffering seems endless. 
 
And we bring to him our shame and inadequacy, 
 
our lack of faith, our lack of love. 
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Almighty God,  
whose most dear Son went not up to joy 
but first he suffered pain, 
and entered not into glory before he was crucified; 
mercifully grant that we, walking in the way of the cross, 
may find it none other than the way of life and peace.  
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3. 1.pm - 1.30 pm The Eight-Pointed Cross and the End of Death 

 

 
 

 
  
 
Hymn: There in God’s garden stands the tree of wisdom  
 
READING: John 12. 20-33  
 
ADDRESS THREE 
 
‘I when I am lifted up from the earth will draw all people to myself’. On your service 
sheet is a gold cross with three cross beams. This is how the cross is portrayed in many 
Orthodox Churches; in Russia, Greece and elsewhere in the Orthodox world. This cross 
is empty but it is not plain. The top beam stands for the inscription: Jesus of Nazareth 
King of the Jews. The central beam is where the outstretched hands of Christ were 
nailed. The lower beam supports Christ’s feet. If you look at it carefully you can count 
eight major points – three at the top, two at the higher cross beam, one at the bottom 
and two in the lower beam the one on the right pointing upwards and the one on the left 
pointing down.  
 
This cross is not an illustration but a symbol: it is not there principally to move you to 
tears or to invoke your pity; it is there to tell you about salvation. The eight-pointed 
cross is a victory sign. The lower cross beam is the key to that; the left-hand point is 
pointing to the underworld, to death, to hell, which is defeated by Christ’s Passion. Here 
is the most primitive strand of the Christian tradition, chiefly preserved today by our 
brothers and sisters of the Orthodox churches. If you go into an Orthodox church you 
won’t find a central cross dominating the space. The cross is set to one side, as a place of 
prayer, because in orthodoxy the point is not to dwell in the death of Christ so much as 
to see that death in the context of the resurrection. Death is trampled down by death.   
 
I have a Russian icon at home which I bought in Jerusalem. It shows twelve mysteries of 
the Christian faith as little pictures round a central panel. You can see the Annunciation, 
the Birth and Baptism of Jesus, the Transfiguration, the Entry into Jerusalem, the 
Ascension – But there is no cross. The central panel is reserved for the central mystery, 
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the Resurrection. Only here it is not Jesus rising from the dead, or meeting Mary 
Magdalene outside the tomb – it is Jesus standing at an open grave, dragging out a 
whole company of the dead, with Adam and Eve at their head. The very last panel on the 
icon does have a cross in it and it is being held by the emperor Constantine, the first 
Christian emperor and his mother Helena – who is famed for having discovered the true 
cross on her travels to the Holy Land. This is the cross we see here. The eight-pointed 
cross whose lower bar with its awkward angle pointing down towards death and up 
towards heaven.  
 
This cross tells us about the end of death. Death is defeated. And so is all that brings 
death into the world. All that denies life is brought to an end. The world is changed. The 
Orthodox writer Olivier Clement says, ‘By the grace of the life-giving cross we receive 
power to transform every state of death into a state of resurrection…We die with Christ 
and descend into hell with Christ and we are reborn with him into a new life made 
fruitful by eternity’.  
 
Something very important and perhaps very unexpected is being claimed here. It is not 
as in the theology that goes with the empty cross that Christ dies to pay the price of sin 
and free us from guilt. It’s not as in the theology that goes with the crucifix that Christ’s 
death invites us to see him bearing our sorrows and so shouldering the cross in 
solidarity with others. It’s more that the cross and the resurrection are inseparable. 
Death is defeated because the one who died is immortal. ‘Death’ as Paul will say, ‘is 
swallowed up in victory’ (I Corinthians 15.54). 
 
So this is the cross of victory: a cosmic victory, which has effect for all human beings of 
all times and of all ages. It speaks not so much to our guilt and shame but to our anxiety. 
Will it all be OK? Will those I love most be OK? Will I be OK? This puts a different and 
perhaps an unfamiliar slant on Good Friday. But perhaps that different slant is one 
which has something particular to give us for whom this eight-pointed cross is 
unfamiliar.  
 
Ever since I remember the world has been full of anxiety, about to implode into chaos. 
In the 1950s and 60s it was the cold war and the terror of nuclear war, mutually 
assured destruction. There was also talk of a new ice age. Then it became man-made 
global warming and the poisoning of the seas, the destruction of the rain forests, the 
depletion of natural resources, and the death of whole species.  Then it became the 
spread of terrorism, religious terrorism inflicting barbarities on the innocent all over 
the world. And then the fear of the internet and global capitalism manipulating our 
desires and stealing our secrets. And with all that as the background we have Putin and 
Donald Trump, the rise of China, Brexit, the flood of refugees from war, terrorism and 
disaster, and the fear many feel about their futures and their childrens’ futures. It would 
be easy in such a dangerous and threatening world to believe that the ordinary faithful 
responses of loyalty, kindness and care that that people make towards one another 
carry no real weight; they are drops of water falling into an ocean of raging fire. Our 
common life is corrupt, poisoned, irredeemable.  
 
I think it is precisely that moment of terror which is confronted by the eight-pointed 
cross. The cross-bar points down and up. ‘Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down 
death by death, and to those in the tomb he has given life’. Holy Week defeats the hell 
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that we create by our own fear. It means that our hopes for the world are not just 
wishful thinking but part of the energy of the Holy Spirit within us, calling our world 
calling the whole of nature, animals and plants as well as humans, oceans and the 
mountains as well as living beings, to flourish and diversify – in praise of our Creator.   
 
But before we get carried away by this resurrection cross, there is a problem we need to 
be aware of. We are made for heaven but we live in a flawed world. There is so much 
emphasis in the eight-pointed cross on divine strength and human solidarity that faith 
can actually end up crushing human individuality and dissent. Historically the Byzantine 
Church was a cruel place if you were a Jew or a heretic. At the level of the state such 
emphasis on strength can produce a totalitarian streak. During the communist era in the 
Soviet Union the KGB and the Orthodox Church were much closer than is often realised. 
Now that the communist era is over and the Church is officially respectable again in 
Russia it is interesting how much Vladimir Putin relies on its support, pouring money 
into church buildings, especially when they are dedicated to St Vladimir. So when we 
look at the eight-pointed cross, we need to remember our human tendency to cut short 
the slow and winding process of human growth, relying on slogans and one size fits all 
solutions. Following the chaos caused by Extinction Rebellion in London and elsewhere, 
I found myself thinking that to do what they tell us we must do we would need the most 
authoritarian dictatorship the world has ever seen.  
 
Yet today, even as we travel through Good Friday, we need to hear the distant drums 
that herald the meaning of it all, the resurrection: ‘Christ is risen from the dead, 
trampling down death by death’.  
 
So while you still grieve for your losses and your sins you are opening yourself to the 
power of the Immortal one who defeats death.  
 
In the time of prayer and silence that follows bring to the cross your impatience, your 
anxiety, your frustration. And look ahead through the cross to the glory for which we 
are all predestined in Christ.    
 
Soprano Solo: For love my saviour now is dying, Bach, St Matthew Passion  
 
PRAYER  
 
So we bring to the cross, those who are crushed by fear;  
those who cannot believe for grief,  
those who are paralysed by anxiety 
 
those who are afraid of death 
those who are afraid for their children and for the world. 
 
We bring to the cross those we love and see no longer; the dead, especially those who 
died this last year; especially those from whom we feel estranged.  
 
We bring to the cross our precious world, our seas, rivers and oceans, our forests, our 
mountains, our good earth and the creatures of the earth. 
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Save us and help us we humbly beseech thee O Lord.  
 
God the Holy, God the Strong, God the Immortal, have mercy upon us.  
 
We glory in your cross, O Christ, and we praise and glorify your holy resurrection.  
For by virtue of the cross joy has come to the whole world. 
 
Holy God, holy and strong, holy and immortal, have mercy upon us.  
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1.30 – 2 pm The Cross and Eternity – The End of Hell 
 

Hymn: O come and mourn with me awhile.  
 
READING: Philippians 2. 5-11 
 
ADDRESS FOUR 
  
We have explored the cross as signifying the end of sin, the end of pain and the end of 
death; looking at the empty cross, perhaps most familiar in Protestant Christianity; the 
crucifix, most often associated with Catholicism and the eight-pointed cross of 
Orthodoxy.  
 
Looking at the cross in these three ways may help us to reflect on what we mean when 
we speak of salvation. All of us probably identify a bit more with one of these than with 
the other two, but the Christian life is dynamic and we should expect to find ourselves 
changing over time as our experience of life forms us and our faith changes, ebbs, and 
flows, and deepens.  
 
Yet however we come to see the cross there is a response for us to make today; the 
response of a life marked by the cross which we received in our baptism. Paul writes to 
the Philippians, ‘Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus’. He is encouraging 
them to grow into a compassionate, gentle-minded community; not one full of strife and 
competitiveness where raging egos tear themselves apart. (I wonder in passing what 
Paul would make of some of our church politics, our church councils, let alone our 
national problems!)   
 
He then goes on to speak of Christ’s humility. Humility is not natural to us. It is where 
we are most different from God, who has in his nature no shred of pride or aggression 
or competitiveness. We have to learn that this is true of God before we can begin to 
learn it for ourselves, because we very easily lapse into thinking of God in the way ‘god’ 
is sometimes parodied in the media: the God of the atheistic chattering classes, the 
heavenly celebrity who is rather vain and insecure, who tends to lash out when angry, 
who protects some of his favourites some of the time, but most of the time is 
monumentally indifferent to his human creatures.  
 
The passion story exposes this idol for what it is. It is no more than our old selves and 
the ghosts of ourselves inflated, blown up and projected on to the screen of heaven. The 
true God is not like this it all. He is the King of love, the Good Shepherd of our souls, and 
Jesus is his human face. The point about the cross is that it is where all our 
contradictions meet: human weakness and divine strength, human sin and divine 
compassion. This is why the final image on your service sheet is of the cross in a circle, 
the arms of the cross now at equal lengths.  
 
This cross speaks to the inevitable struggle of living in time. This is the cross of 
everyday life; the cross we did not seek but which simply presented itself. It is the 
question that we do not wish to face, the obstacle we do not have the strength to 
remove, the demand that we do not know how to answer. We each have our cross to 
bear in our history, our personality, our limitations, our deepest relationships. It is why 
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our Catholic forebears described this mortal life as a ‘vale of tears’, as our Protestant 
ancestors spoke of ‘the wilderness of this world’. 
 
There is a part of me which wrestles with the Christian faith. Today are we just 
commemorating a good man, crushed by a mixture of accident and malice? If that is so 
then cross makes no difference. It mocks any attempt to find harmony with one another, 
to restrain selfish ambition, to puncture conceit and egotism. And quite often, perhaps 
surprisingly often for an ordained minister of the Church of England, I do wonder 
whether there is any end to the spiral of human cruelty, greed and malice, any point 
beyond the relentless clash of competing interests all calling out ‘me, me, me’.  
 
‘Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus…’. The great temptation to us is 
not atheism but Christianity in despair of itself; Christian faith that has lost its hope that 
goodness, faithfulness and charity are stronger than evil, betrayal and hate. It is because 
we are tempted to despair that we find the corruptions of the church hard to bear, why 
the divisions and conflicts in our own communion are so demoralising, why our 
personal doubts and struggles can make us feel we should give up the pretence to be 
Christian at all. It is also why of the crosses I have explored with you this afternoon, it is 
the third, the eight-pointed cross, which challenges me most deeply. To live believing 
that the power of evil really is defeated, that the resurrection life really is already 
flowing into the world is hard. But it is, I believe, what we most need: ‘Christ is risen 
from the dead, trampling down death by death and to those in the tomb he has given 
life.’  
 
For centuries the worst fear for a believer was the fear of hell, that he or she had done 
things which condemned them in God’s sight and for which there was no forgiveness. 
But today I think our problem is not guilt but despair. We secretly believe that there is 
no God and that therefore we are already in hell; that the world in which we actually 
live is a kind of hell, because it is simply pointless to be alive - and God is dead, absent, 
indifferent or powerless.  
 
Many of us today live as though in a tomb; many feel that they are trapped in hell. It may 
be a hell of our own making, or a hell that others have made for us, or a hell that arises 
from sickness or the end of a relationship.  It doesn’t really matter whose fault it is – the 
point is I am stuck. I am buried beneath the weight of it. In fact I can hardly breathe, I 
have not prayed for months or years, I am hardly human at all. Yet this is the self that 
Christ came to save, the self that Christ loves, Lazarus in his tomb, to whom Christ cries, 
‘Come out!’ Images of the resurrection in the Orthodox tradition show Christ coming out 
of the tomb bringing the dead with him. Adam and Eve are dragged up out of the earth, 
renewed, recreated. They are not innocent; their faces bear the marks of suffering and 
failure. Like the risen Christ they bear their wounds, but those wounds are now 
transfigured. They carry a beauty of their own.  
 
Christian faith has always looked beyond time and beyond history to a way of being 
which is pure love and peace, for which the only word we have is heaven. For Paul 
writing to the Philippians ‘our citizenship is in heaven’ (Philippians 3.20) - we can begin 
heaven now, by our response to the cross. He sees Jesus already enfolded into the life he 
shares with the God, the life from which he came. That life is already flowing into the 
human world; the blood and water that runs from Christ’s wounded side. This is the 
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stream of life, the moment that time is cut open to reveal the life that flows from God, 
the endless waterfall that sustains all life, all being, all personhood. Church doctrine will 
tells us that God is to be known in three persons, and that it is our very personhood that 
is derived from God.  
 
There is something utterly inclusive and all-embracing about Good Friday. It is the 
conclusion of the journey of God’s Son from heaven to earth, from heaven to hell on 
earth and to hell beyond earth. Nothing that is human is outside the scope of the cross, 
nothing that bears, even in a distorted, sick or pathological way, some remnant of the 
divine image in all humanity. He comes for everyone, the strong and the weak, the sick 
and the well, the lazy and the driven, the robbed and the robber.  
 
It is one of the most ancient traditions of the Church that Christ descends even deeper 
than into death, he goes down into hell, to set free those who are in hell. The living, the 
dead and the unborn, the tortured and the lost, those who have disappeared, whose 
bodies were never found, who lie beyond the horizon of human sight. Those who have 
been obscenely reduced to ‘body parts’ in terrorism attacks. Even through our despair 
and sorrow, the cross unites and reunites the human person and the human race; so 
finally we see creation swept forward into unity. On the cross the arms of God embrace 
the universe in its heights and depths. And in that embrace all are one; churches, souls, 
enemies, nations, lovers, rivals, and friends. And the mad and the bad and the sad; the 
insane, the unloved, the corrupt and the cruel: all are judged and saved by the cross of 
Christ.  
 
Which is why the final note of Good Friday is not one of sorrow, or regret, or remorse, 
or mourning over the cross. That mourning is natural and it is fine up to a point, we 
need to express our sorrow and grief. But it can also be in its way a self-centred 
preoccupation. Look at how moved I am. Look, Lord, I really care! But the final note of 
Good Friday is not my little theatre piece; it is a great and cosmic chorus of wonder, 
awe, praise and thanksgiving. Christ is already ahead of us in the Easter life, from there 
he calls us now and ever to ‘Come, follow me’.  
 
Choir Anthem: Jesus Christ the Apple Tree 2 
 
PRAYER  
 
So we hold before the Prince of Life those who are weary of this world, 
 
those whose search for fulfilment has led to frustration,  
 
those whose faith is dying.  
 
those in despair.  
 
 
Some words from the 4th century patriarch, Gregory of Nazianzus  
 
Yesterday I was crucified with Christ; 
today I am glorified with him. 
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Yesterday I was dead with Christ; 
today I am sharing in his resurrection. 
Yesterday I was buried with him; 
today I am waking with him from the sleep of death.  
  
 
Final Hymn: We sing the praise of him who died. 
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EASTER SUNDAY 
21st April 2019 
 
THE END OF ENDS  
 
Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the Lord, at the presence of the God of Jacob, who 
turns the hard rock into a standing water: and the flint stone into a springing well.  
 
For over forty years I have been puzzling about the meaning of the resurrection. I 
studied theology at a time when the best-known scholars tended to deconstruct the 
New Testament stories and the word ‘myth’ was used to describe the Gospel stories of 
the empty tomb. The conclusion among many experts was that whatever we are 
celebrating today, it does not include any particular belief about the body which was 
buried on Good Friday. So I belong to a sceptical generation; happy to celebrate the 
rebirth of hope, but not so sure about the empty tomb.  
 
And I have to confess I have sometimes been tempted to conclude that the resurrection 
of Jesus is in essence a powerful metaphor for the natural cycle of life and death and 
rebirth which we see all around us.  Easter then is a spring festival. The word Easter 
even has the same root as oestrogen, which links it to the earth’s fertility and human 
fertility. So we can see Easter in those many little deaths we suffer in our own lives; and 
the renewals and transformations that they give rise to. Perhaps it is enough to say that 
the spirit of Jesus lived on in his disciples; that they continued to express his values; and 
this continuity is what we really mean by resurrection?  
 
It is perfectly possible for Christians to take the resurrection in that way; to imitate 
Jesus in their own lives, to look for the signs of God’s renewing life and to die in the hope 
that God will go on renewing and remaking his creation. There is a sensible, stoic, 
rational kind of Christianity not unknown among good C of E folk. I know it well. But I 
have to say for myself it is not enough. Nor does it seem to me to reflect what we find in 
scripture. ‘Tremble, O earth at the presence of the Lord, at the presence of the God of 
Jacob’.  
 
If you are in church over the next few weeks you’ll hear a range of stories from the 
Gospels about Jesus’s encounter with people after the resurrection. There is something 
in these stories which is quite visceral. Fingers in wounded flesh, grilled fish being 
eaten, crackling fire at a lakeside, bread being broken. When Jesus appears he looks 
different. And he is different. Jesus upbraids his disciples for their lack of faith, he 
rejects the embrace of Mary Magdalene.  
 
There is a note of harshness, abruptness, even, about the way the risen Jesus comes and 
goes, appears and disappears. It is not at all obvious that these appearances of Jesus are 
a metaphor for the cycle of change, decay and rebirth that we experience in our own 
lives. Or that the resurrection meant that his spirit lived on in his broken disciples who 
somehow managed to put themselves together again and started proclaiming the 
Gospel. Instead, the resurrection seems to come almost as an affront to human 
expectations.  
 



 34 

The clue is in the Old Testament, I think. Israel’s God was a God of wonders, a God who 
miraculously liberated his people from slavery, ‘Tremble, O earth at the presence of the 
Lord…who turns the hard rock into a standing water, the flint stone into a springing 
well’. God’s ancient people experienced God as their liberator before they recognised 
him as the Creator.  
 
Which leads me to wonder whether the logic of the resurrection is the reverse of what 
we might expect. The cycle of nature, the cycle of change, in our own lives is not the 
ultimate reality; nature is itself derived, resting from moment to moment on God’s will. 
The universe comes from nothing, ex nihilo. The resurrection of Jesus is then an echo of 
creation itself, something that is ultimately inexplicable. We see the consequences but 
not the event.  
 
I was fascinated last week to see the image of the black hole haloed by radiation that is 
not visible to our eyes. It reminded me of Stephen Hawking who died last year. His 
cosmological work involved him in work on black holes. He speculated that they might 
show us how our universe sprang into existence, as a result of an accidental and random 
fluctuation in the ‘vacuum’ before the big bang. (Though ultimately we can’t speak of 
‘before’ the big bang because time was one of the things that came into existence as a 
result of the big bang). Stephen Hawking once said, in that  He once said in that 
profound but teasing way he had: ‘I sometimes wonder why the universe goes to the 
bother of existing’.  And there is no answer to that. Physics can tell you how the universe 
came into being but we can’t get behind it to discover why.  
 
Creation is inaccessible to science. It is faith that tells us, though I think this is 
supported, not denied by reason, that the universe exists because of God’s will, it exists 
because God loves it.  
 
And the resurrection is as strange as creation. So I think Easter cannot be understood as 
pious refinement of green leaves and Easter bunnies. It is an outcome of the absolute 
realty of God who creates and recreates from nothing. The Russian orthodox monk, 
Philaret of Moscow wrote:  

 
‘All creatures are balanced upon the creative Word of God, as if upon a bridge of 
diamond; above them is the abyss of divine infinitude, below them that of their 
own nothingness’.  

 
One of the Biblical phrases about the risen Christ that meant a great deal to the early 
Christians was that he was ‘the first-begotten of the dead’ – the first of the dead, to be 
reborn from nothingness; the first of the harvest of humanity, dead, buried and now 
risen from death. His nothingness, his no-thingness, is the condition of God’s raising 
him, just as our becoming nothing at death, our disintegration, is the condition of the 
eternal life we hope to share with Christ.  
 
The resurrection releases us from the fear of death, not by promising an unbroken 
continuity into the next life, but by showing us that becoming nothing is to be open to 
God and to the act of power which created the world and raised Jesus.  The only 
metaphors we have for this are taken from nature: Paul suggests that when we die we 
should think of ourselves as being like a seed that is planted; we are sown ‘a natural  
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body but we are raised a spiritual body’ (I Corinthians 15.44).  What we look forward to 
is not of this world at all.  
 
For the good Jews and pagans of the ancient world this was all nonsense, but it was 
terrifyingly powerful nonsense because Christians found they were not only unafraid of 
death, they were no longer subject to fate or submissive to unjust authority. It became 
possible for the Church to call earthly rulers to account, for monks to challenge 
emperors, and bishops to denounce greed and luxury.  
 
Between us and all kinds of tyranny stands the cross and, holding the cross, is the 
resurrected Christ. If death is the worst that can happen to us, then we need have no 
fear. The great golden idols of money and fame; the seductions of power and violence 
have already been exposed as false; mocked, dismantled and set aside. They do not ring 
true to the way the world is, to the free and loving purpose of the infinite God. All the 
tyrannies are unmasked and broken, along with the more intimate tyrannies we suffer 
in our own minds and relationships and memories and bodies. Christ is risen. He is 
risen indeed. Our old and new enemies are defeated.  
 
It is a mistake I think to trust that we will become stronger or more resilient through 
earnest secularism. Only by the memory of God can we stand undefeated by the flow of 
time; for the victory over human perversity is not won by force or propaganda, but by 
humility, courage and faith. The Good News of God - the good news of the risen Christ  - 
is always unexpected, always startling, but never fake. It is faith in God as Creator, 
Saviour and Spirit, as one God in three persons, who makes us to be persons in his 
image and after his likeness; who has us in mind in our beginnings, in our present and in 
eternity.  
 
As St Augustine writes towards the end of The City of God, ‘There we shall be still and 
see; we shall see and we shall love; we shall love and we shall praise! Behold what will 
be, in the end that has no end!’   
 
 


