
Homily for Good Friday           30 March 2018 

 

As we stand at the foot of the cross on this sacred and holy day, as we hear the story of the 

passion and death of Jesus once more, as we listen to the painful beauty of the Reproaches, as 

we partake of the Reserved Sacrament; we enter more deeply into the mystery of love which 

lies at the heart of this event. 

Many of us struggle with Good Friday. It is such a raw, confronting day. There is no escaping 

the reality of the details of the Passion of Christ that we read in the  Gospel for the day. 

Persecution, torture and execution are never pleasant to ponder.  

Yet to gloss over Good Friday is not the solution. The cross is the central symbol of our faith. 

One theologian has claimed that ‘if God is not revealed in and involved with it, Christian faith 

must be recognised as a delusion’1. 

So what are we to make of it all? 

Much of this lies in mystery. As Christians we believe that the cross is both redemptive and 

salvific; the cross is believed to save us from the mess that is sin and evil in our world and in 

ourselves and to bring us new life. Yet we cannot say how this happens. Our understanding will 

only ever be partial. 

For me, the question of why God sent Jesus to die on the cross had been unanswerable for a 

long time. It was only as I meditated on some poetry that I came to a different understanding. 

Scripture is of critical importance in our faith, but sometimes it takes the imagination of a poet 

or an artist, a composer or a writer to put an unexpected turn on things to enable us to see more 

clearly. 

Let me read you the poem, which you’ll find on p2 of your pew sheets. R S Thomas was an 

Anglican priest and an acclaimed poet who lived in Wales until his death in the year 2000. 

The Coming 

And God held in his hand 

A small globe. Look, he said. 

The son looked. Far off, 

As through water, he saw 

A scorched land of fierce 

Colour. The light burned 

There; crusted buildings 

Cast their shadows; a bright 

Serpent, a river 

                                                 
1 Alistair McGrath. The Enigma of the Cross. p. 18. 



Uncoiled itself, radiant 

With slime. 

 

    On a bare 

Hill a bare tree saddened 

The sky. Many people 

Held out their thin arms 

To it, as though waiting 

For a vanished April 

To return to its crossed 

Boughs. The son watched 

Them. Let me go there, he said. 

 

The poet imagines God the Father showing Jesus a small globe. After contemplating its beauty 

and its savagery for some time, Jesus offers to go there.  

As I sat with this poem, I realised that I had things round the wrong way. 

Jesus being sent to die is not what the question is. The question is, why was Jesus sent? The 

immediate answer is that Jesus was sent to be born, to live amongst us as one who is both 

human and divine. Jesus was sent to show us who God is.  

As one who has a human nature, Jesus will inevitably die, as we all must. As one who is totally 

committed to the conviction that love conquers all, it is inevitable that his life will be short and 

his death violent and painful. You cannot challenge the might of Rome and the power of the 

religious establishment and expect to die of natural causes.   

Let me take this question of why was Jesus sent a little deeper. Why would God choose to 

become involved with us? Or, as the psalmist says,  

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 

   the moon and the stars that you have established;  

what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 

   mortals that you care for them?  (Ps 8.4) 

 

Julian of Norwich knew the answer: ‘Love was his meaning’, she declared.  

 

It is love that prompted the coming of the Son into our world, it is love which compelled the 

birth of that baby long ago. It is love which saw Jesus preaching and teaching, forgiving, healing 

and exorcising throughout the country. It is love which prompts Jesus in the poet’s imagination 

to say, ‘Let me go there’. 

 



Today Jesus ‘reveals the depths of that love as he wagers his very life for the reality of the 

premise he has staked his whole ministry upon: that love is stronger than death – love is the 

strongest power in the world – stronger than fear - stronger than hatred – stronger than 

division – stronger than violence. Today we enter into the mystery of that love in a very special 

way, joining Jesus as we confront our fears and shadows’2, not only through faith but through 

our own lived experience of pain, suffering and grief. 

 

As we stand at the foot of the cross today, we know that Jesus’ death was not to appease an 

angry God.  

 

John the Evangelist sees the cross as part of the divine plan in which the Son of Man is lifted up, 

just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert for the healing of many.  

 

Jesus prays to be glorified in the garden of Gethsemane (17.1-5). The cross is not a place of 

abandonment but the place of glory. ‘The cross is the exaltation of the Son to the Father, an act 

of prayer and praise that draws creation into its boundless, life-giving embrace’3. This is 

mystery, which we can only barely comprehend. 

 

When R S Thomas has Jesus offering to go to our world, not despite what he has seen, but 

rather because of what he has seen, it is love which compels him. Thomas saw the cross as ‘the 

ultimate demonstration of love, defeating time and mortality’4. 

 

Our Palm Sunday reading from Paul’s letter to the Philippians reminds us that Jesus, in a 

supreme act of love, emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, and was born in human 

likeness. He humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a 

cross. (Phil. 2.5-11).  

 

It is love and love alone which is the motivation behind the Incarnation,  

 

behind the cross.  

 

Love was his meaning. 

Jill Renison 
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2 Cynthia Bourgeault, Palm Sunday sermon April 17, 2013 http://www.contemplative.org/the-epicenter-of-

christianity-is-love/ 

3 Dorothy Lee. ‘John’ in New Interpreter’s Bible p. 728a. 

4 Tony Brown. R S Thomas. p. 100.  


