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The Cross for all Creation

Darkness covered the earth – the sun’s light failed

�

The Crucifixion from the Isenheim Altarpiece by Matthias Grunewald



Luke 23:33-45
33When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there 
with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left.34Then Jesus said, “Father, 
forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” And they cast lots to divide 
his clothing. 35And the people stood by, watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, 
saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his 
chosen one!”36The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine,
37and saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!” 38There was also an 
inscription over him, “This is the King of the Jews.” 39One of the criminals who were 
hanged there kept deriding him and saying, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself 
and us!” 40But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are 
under the same sentence of condemnation? 41And we indeed have been 
condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man 
has done nothing wrong.” 42Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into 
your kingdom.” 43He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.
‘It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon.,while the sun’s light failed; and the curtain of the temple was torn in two.’

Be melting snow

Totally conscious, and a propos of nothing, you come to see me.
Is someone here, I ask.
The moon. The full moon is inside your house.

My friends and I go running out into the street.
I’m in here, comes a voice from the house, but we aren’t listening. 
We’re looking up at the sky.
My pet nightingale sobs like a drunk in the garden.
Ringdoves scatter with small cries, Where, where?
It’s midnight. The whole neighbourhood is up and out
in the street thinking, The cat burglar has come back.
The actual thief is there too, saying out loud,
Yes, the cat burglar is somewhere in this crowd.
No-one pays attention.

Lo, I am with you always means when you look for God,
God is in the look of your eyes,
in the thought of looking, nearer to you than yourself,
or things that have happened to you. 
There’s no need to go outside

Be melting snow.
Wash yourself of yourself.



Darkness covered the earth

The first time I came across this poem it was in the context of 
the full moon being  unforgettably inside our house at Leicester 

Cathedral where in Lent 2018, a giant moon installation filled 
the space. Instead of running out into the street 26K people 

came to see it. And I do believe there was snow, and melting 
snow, during the time it was here. I wonder who would have 

predicted both those things? 

This year, I come back to the poem through the lens of the 
beautiful ‘pink moon’ which we have had time to marvel at 

during our lockdown, as the moon reaches its nearest poing to 
the earth, and isn’t pink particularly but is gloriously clear and 

vivid.

Reading the crucifixion narratives ‘in the light of the silvery 
moon’ as it were, brings to light that little line I so easily forget. 

‘And darkness covered the whole land until three in the 
afternoon, while the sun’s light failed.’ It’s there in our art – 

using artistic licence of course – if it was completely dark we 
couldn’t see the cross – wouldn’t we move from being 

enveloped in the dark to the light returning at three – to let us 
see Jesus give up the ghost? 



Grunewald is an artist who takes the darkness seriously. Just 

as he takes the suffering of Jesus seriously - and the suffering 
of human beings. This image is something to return to during 

our watching at the cross during this darkest of Good Fridays in 
most of our lifetimes, as covid19 continues to take lives and 

cause chaos and all sorts of knock on suffering in the process.

But what did it mean at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion that 
darkness covered the earth. And the sun’s light failing – or as it 

says in one of the oldest versions – the sun’s light being 
eclipsed. The most obvious explanation is that there was a 

solar eclipse – the moon aligning directly in front of the sun. 

But it couldn’t have been a solar eclipse – it was the Passover 
– went the first line of argument from the religious of the day. 

The Passover’s dates are scheduled by the phases of the 
moon, and it would never have been at a time when eclipse 

was possible. Isn’t that what often happens with religion? We 
make our rituals and liturgies, and at some point instead of 

being icons, windows into the mystery of God, they become 
ways to try to tie God down, make God safer and controllable. 

Well God is certainly rewilding our faith now.



There have been all sorts of other arguments over the years 

about what could and couldn’t have happened at the crucifixion 
and whether this was a miracle. As we begin to witness the 

effects of climate change in our world, and this year have seen 
winds and storms and floods, perhaps we have to temper our 

scepticism. 

Whether miracle, bizarre natural phenomenon, or the 
imaginative reconstruction of the gospel writer - how was 

darkness covering the earth, the sun’s light failing - a sign at 
the time of Jesus’ death?

The cross is for all creation. We see signs directing us to the 

work of Jesus on the cross from all directions – the created 
order, different traditions, different disciplines. How does Rumi 

help us, with this picture of the moon inside our house and his 
urging 

Be melting snow. 

It’s a picture of bewilderment and confusion. We can surely 
relate to that at the moment. The poet and his friends rush 

outside to see the moon – even though they’ve been told its 
inside. (I love the detail of the thief taking advantage of the 

chaos to put it out there that the cat burglar is back, deflecting 



attention away from himself.) People have been at work 

scamming the vulnerable even directly under cover of the virus.

Rumi, using the words of Jesus ‘Lo, I am with you always’ 
speaks of God being inside us if we will only look – like that 

great big moon filling our skies. 

How on earth does that work on the day of crucifixion? 

If we want to contemplate the cross we have to approach 
through darkness. Some of us entered the darkness during 

the Maundy Thursday vigil last night. All of us today are invited 
to enter into our darkness as we draw close to the cross. And in 

that darkness to de-centre ourselves, or as Rumi puts it 

Be melting snow.
Wash yourself of yourself.

As we come to the cross we bring ourselves, our conflicts, 

doubts, failures, sins and suffering. But the point is to lay them 
all at the foot of the cross, and as we do to turn our gaze away 

from ourselves, away even from the things we lay down, and to 
fix it on Jesus. We all find this harder than we care to admit. 



Because we have to give up our attachments to our lesser 

selves, our false selves. Our attachments to . . . 

The way other people see us – which may be a relief or a loss 
- or likely a peculiar mixture. We do as humans from the first 

early and sustained gaze with our mothers need to know we 
are seen and loved. But we discover pretty quickly too that 

others see us and reflect back to us perceptions which we find 
difficult. Sometimes we suffer from the projections of others. 

Often we learn that our intention is different from our impact. 
And we all struggle with this.

The way we like to see ourselves – our best selves – the 

selves which perhaps we feel others often miss because they 
don’t know our story. But of course, by definition, this self 

ignores our shadow: The parts of ourself which are in the 
darkness, in the unconscious, or deliberately repressed – which 

for sure include 
the unacceptable parts which we can’t bear to own; 

the wounded parts which we can’t bear to admit. 
But which also hold the ‘diamonds in the dirt’ (I could put that 

more crudely but we are in church) – the sources of real desire 
and energy and gift which we can’t access because they are 

lurking beneath all that unacceptable stuff.



Looking after Number One
Never in our lives have we all together been in a situation 

where we are more out of control. Looking after Number One 
doesn’t work any more.

I suggest to you that this is a gift of the darkness, but only 

because of the one suffering in the dark on the cross. Who 
somehow shines a light into those places and set us free. 

Look at Jesus, illuminated in the darkness in Grunewald’s 

picture. Do you see how he is off centre? Not just with his bent 
knees as in most pictures of the crucifixion - but with his whole 

body.

If we are to move from our false selves to our true selves, 
where God is, in our deepest place, we must allow ourselves to 

be decentred. We must stop seeing our lives as being all about 
us and look at Jesus, even as he allows himself to be 

decentred, ripped apart on the cross. Godforsaken for God’s 
sake and ours. 

Be melting snow

Wash yourself of yourself 





The Serpent and the Rod

 



Numbers 21:4-11

Numbers 21:4-11
From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around 
the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. The 
people spoke against God and against Moses, ‘Why have you brought 
us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no 
water, and we detest this miserable food.’ Then the LORD sent poisonous 
serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many 
Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, ‘We have sinned by 
speaking against the LORD and against you; pray to the LORD to take 
away the serpents from us.’ So Moses prayed for the people. And the 
LORD said to Moses, ‘Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; 
and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.’ So Moses made a 
serpent of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit 
someone, that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.
 
‘And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the 
Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal 
life.’

John 3:14-15



As many of you will know, the first picture, the Grunewald 

crucifixion was centrepiece for an altar in a hospital at Isenheim 
– one which looked after plague victims amongst many 

sufferers. Our second image reminds us of another plague – 
this bizarre episode of the plague of serpents upon the 

Israelites as they journeyed through the wilderness. 

They had seen the sequence of plagues sent upon the 
Egyptians to help bring their escape, but now it is as though 

God withdraws the protective shield he has held over them on 
their way and the snakes begin to bite. 

The Old Testament plagues take on a new reality in our time of 

coronavirus. Covid19 brings to the surface all our fears that 
might after all be a God of cruel and arbitrary judgement, and 

our questions about why God allows suffering. Why are all 
these people dying around the world? Why do people 

consistently die in famine and flood, through war and exile, 
through disease and malice. Why do people still suffer abuse, 

even at the hands of people representing the church and 
claiming to offer its safety. 

We can’t avoid these questions on the day of the cross. 



The sculpture of the serpent and the rod which you can see 

stands on Mount Nebo in the Jordan, the place from which 
Moses looked over towards the promised land which he would 

never enter, even after all his exploits, because of his failure of 
faith. Isn’t it a dangerously seductive image, like a graven 

image – think of the golden calf, like a pagan image – think of 
all those poles on the top of hills the Hebrews kept being drawn 

back to, like the serpent in the tree of knowledge? Well, later in 
the story, predictably, it did get treated as an idol.

Isn’t it magical - and isn’t magic all about the illusion of control 
and quite the opposite of faith – which can be spelled R-I-S-K? 

Why would John make a deliberate link between this snake and 
the Son of Man being lifted up on the cross. Doesn’t it 

undermine his cause? 

How can I speak of God ‘withdrawing his protection.’ In this text 
it is most accurate to translate that he ‘let loose the fiery 

serpents.’ They were there anyway – he’d been holding them 
back. That’s the implication. What are the fiery serpents? I put it 

to you that they are all that speaks to us of pain and fear and 
death. All that has traumatised us. All that has made us afraid 

that there will never be enough, that has made us ashamed of 
ourselves, rightly or completely wrongly. Remember that these 



people had been slaves and now were still refugees. They 

knew all about these things. 

And so do we. There’s no point denying it any more. In our 
various versions we all get powerful messages which come 

from our sense of fear, shame and scarcity. They mean well, 
they are trying to protect us, but they come from the land of 

oppression and slavery. Sometimes we need to invite them 
round to tea but tell them we’re going to cross the Red Sea 

anyway. Politely but firmly.
You have to look at what harms you to heal you. 

You have to look at what harms you to heal you. The serpent 

bites you, yet looking at the serpent on the rod will heal you 
from that bite. This strange book of Numbers has already given 

us other examples of this principle. The red cow ritual in 
Numbers 19 is the most vivid: So you have to look at the red 

cows burning in red fire with red wood and red dye in a great 
cloud of red smoke as the prescribed ritual to move you back 

from the ‘uncleanness’ or tumah of mourning with its laser-like 
internal focus into regular life in community. How does this 

happen? Well, if you stare hard into the red red fire of the 
burning heifer, and then look away, your eyes get a blast of 

green – the green that insists on life afresh. 



You have to look at what harms you to heal you.

When I first read this I’d just queued up to see David Hockney’s 

Yorkshire Wolds series (now on permanent display at Saltaire) 
– in Holy Week, when the colour is red. It got me seeing the 

world through Hockney’s eyes, as I travelled by train through 
the English countryside after Easter - and of course that 

involves great gobs of green – and all sorts of other colours. 
What colours and shapes would the world be if we started 

seeing it through Jesus’ eyes? This is part of finding our true 
decentred selves. 

Stay looking, and you’ll start to see the world with the freshness 

deep down in it - green again as we get reconnected with our 
true spiritual roots as we are not ashamed to get earthed again 

and to dwell in the soil of humility. Here our eyes are cleansed 
to learn again the difference between the creaturely wisdom 

which causes us to grumble and look for ‘real’ food rather than 
divine manna, and what God provides for us. 

The serpent from Genesis curled round the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. Now as we look at the tree of the 
cross we see even see Christ as the serpent making foolish all 

our overreaching attempts at human wisdom. Ambrose, the 



church Father, squares this circle by moving to the passage 

where Moses throws his rod to the ground and it becomes a 
serpent. Then, when the serpent consumes the other serpents, 

he says that the Word becomes flesh to destroy the dread 
power of the serpent so forgiving our sins. So, our sins are to 

be put to death on the cross. Christ the bronze serpent acts as 
our lightning rod.

He has to become what harms us to heal us.

silence

Leviticus 16:6-10
Aaron shall offer the bull as a sin offering for himself, and shall make 
atonement for himself and for his house. He shall take the two goats and 
set them before the Lord at the entrance of the tent of meeting; and 
Aaron shall cast lots on the two goats, one lot for the Lord and the other 
lot for Azazel. Aaron shall present the goat on which the lot fell for the 
Lord, and offer it as a sin offering; but the goat on which the lot fell for 
Azazel shall be presented alive before the Lord to make atonement over 
it, that it may be sent away into the wilderness to Azazel.



�

Holman Hunt’s The Scapegoat



The Scapegoat 

You have to look at what harms you to heal you
The principle of looking at what heals you to harm you which I 

spoke about before takes us to the pharmacy. Pharmacies 
have never been as front line as they are right at the minute.  

Just as it is possible to get stuck in mourning and not emerge 
(you keep staring at the red cow and don’t blink and never get 

to the green) so a drug used in a certain quantity can be a cure 
but when used to excess becomes a poison. Like human 

wisdom. But what does it take before the cure is seen as a 
poison. The tragic case of thalidomide comes to mind, originally 

prescribed as a wonder drug. In the rush to bring to the public 
tests and vaccines, the temptation is to do it too quickly, before 

it’s completely reliable, which of course could turn it into a killer 
if it doesn’t work and we put our trust in it. 

For the Greeks who coined the word from which pharmacy 

comes, this could be a human scapegoat, often someone with 
a deformity, who was expelled from the community and 

sometimes killed in a time of disaster when purification was 
needed. Theseus and the Minotaur, The Hunger Games, the 

way certain ethnic groups get treated: I think we all know that 
scapegoating and its excesses are alive and well both from 

Greek and contemporary culture.



I’m such an expert at sinning that I once wrote a book about it. I 
suggested Holman Hunt’s The Scapegoat (which you can see) 

as a possible cover. I’d been struck by it, from growing up close 
enough to come across the version in Manchester City Art 

Gallery. It looked so alien and fantastical – I struggled to 
believe that it had any connection with the Bible. But it gripped 

me. However, the publishers put forward another image 
alongside it, a garden bower out of focus with light at the other 

end of the flowery tunnel - and did some consumer research as 
to what drew people in. The bower by far. It’s been said before 

that humankind cannot bear too much reality. Holman Hunt’s 
scapegoat communicates all too vividly what sin is like when 

we feel cast out beyond the warmth of God’s love or 
monstered. And who wants to go there, even in the version with 

a rainbow in the picture, symbolising God’s covenant. Maybe 
this should be the rainbow picture in our windows this Good 

Friday.

Rene Girard, a French philosopher and theologian, saw Jesus 
as the one who breaks the ‘single victim mechanism,’ a 

depressingly common human phenomenon whereby the anger 
and guilt and unmanageable feelings of a group are exported 

onto one person, a person in whom maybe it is easier to lodge 



these difficult things. Maybe they are an outsider and don’t 

quite belong, perhaps they have some susceptibility, a 
weakness which means such things easily stick to them. Our 

media are very good at magnifying this tendency in our society, 
and letting us off the hook for colluding with it. And during a 

time of crisis we are more susceptible to this than ever. Think of 
the people who have attacked nurses of all people, when they 

go to do their shopping, for being carriers of the disease.

But we know - and this is such good news for all scapegoats – 
that Jesus allows himself to be made a scapegoat on the cross. 

He takes the blame for things which clearly belong in other 
places. And in the process he subverts the genre - he 

dismantles the mechanism. ‘The Lord hath laid on him the 
iniquities of us all.’ At the cross all the violence and 

judgementalism, the pain and fear of unmetabolised trauma 
which has been exported onto him is absorbed, not sent back 

in retaliation. The cycle is broken. 

Frances Young reckons that Girard and sometimes others in 
the church tend to conflate the story of the scapegoat with the 

sacrificial lamb – they forget that the biblical scapegoat was let 
loose in the wilderness, and that it was the other lamb which 

was sacrificed as a sin offering, in the way referred to by 



Hebrews. Furthermore, she reminds us that the point of this sin 

offering was to help the people acknowledge their own sin, to 
know that it was dealt with and to offer themselves through 

identifying with the sacrifice. But it had gone all pharmaceutical 
on them, and had become instead a way of exporting all their 

bad feelings rather than bringing them back to God. That 
darned serpent, moving from spiritual wisdom to human 

seduction again. 

When I first encountered Frances Young she made a deep 
impact on me. A theology professor, she made her case for a 

theology of limitation, of creatureliness, in how we understand 
our humanity. She had been compelled to come to terms with 

this through wrestling with God about Arthur, her profoundly 
disabled son. Reconciling herself to him and his disability 

helped her find the fullness of her own calling both in a call to 
Methodist ordained ministry and in deepening her theology 

profoundly. And ultimately to recognise that Arthur too had a 
calling, just as we know at St Augustine’s that Zoe does, as she 

acts as a spiritual barometer for her in her worship responses. 
And that’s just the bit I’ve seen.

This Good Friday we come anew to the place of Jesus’ 

sacrifice for us – the most holy place. And we come too, to the 



source of our deepest divisions as Christians and our guiltiest 

history in relation to those of other faiths and none. We kneel at 
the cross in a terrorised world – where terror has a great deal to 

do with religion. 

At our peril do we banish the whole notion of sacrifice from our 
life and worship – or make it magic in a box. At our peril do we 

use theories of the cross as a bludgeon to say who’s in and 
who’s out or to condemn people to outer darkness. Magic or 

faith – control or dependence – the cross can be subverted into 
a talisman which keeps ourselves at the centre and the way of 

death – or the way that leads to life ‘nothing in my arms I bring, 
simply to thy cross I cling’. 

Well here’s a different kind of litmus test for this time of trial. Are 
we seeing red or green when we look around us at our sisters 

and brothers. Are we still carrying the red of our pain and 
mourning and grief. Or have we been released into the green of 

new life and peace. My guess is it fluctuates for even the most 
hopeful of us at the moment. But if we’re still seeing red we 

may need some more medicine. From the right pharmacy. 
We have to look at what harms us to heal us.

He has to become what harms us to heal us.

The lamb 

Reading



John 19:28-37
After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said 
(in order to fulfil the scripture), ‘I am thirsty.’ A jar full of sour 
wine was standing there. So they put a sponge full of the wine 
on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth. When Jesus 
had received the wine, he said, ‘It is finished.’ Then he bowed 
his head and gave up his spirit. 
 Since it was the day of Preparation, the Jews did not want the 
bodies left on the cross during the sabbath, especially because 
that sabbath was a day of great solemnity. So they asked Pilate 
to have the legs of the crucified men broken and the bodies 
removed. Then the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first 
and of the other who had been crucified with him. But when 
they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did 
not break his legs. Instead, one of the soldiers pierced his side 
with a spear, and at once blood and water came out. (He who 
saw this has testified so that you also may believe. His 
testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth.) These 
things occurred so that the scripture might be fulfilled, ‘None of 
his bones shall be broken.’ And again another passage of 
scripture says, ‘They will look on the one whom they have 
pierced.’ 

�



The Lamb of God, Francisco de Zurburan, 1635-40

Address

‘Behold the lamb of God, that takes away the sins of the world’ 
John 1:19

Revelation 5:9
They sing a new song:
‘You (the Lamb) are worthy to take the scroll
And to open its seals,
For you were slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for 
God
Saints from every tribe and language and people and nation’

It was such a lovely day at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park. We 

were just on the way out to explore the tribe of Barbara 
Hepworth statues grouped together on a mound when I saw it. 

A lamb appeared to be stuck under a wrought iron seat. But on 
closer inspection, I discovered it was impaled on an iron shaft 

which had come loose from the seat. This poor beautiful lamb 
had now finished its struggles and was quite still. All that broke 

the silence was the urgent bleating of its mother, who couldn’t 
work out where her lamb had gone and was deeply distressed. 

I noticed an attendant lurking nearby. She was posted there so 
that no children got near enough to see what had happened. 

Disconcerting, and it lodged itself in my mind, It was as if 

Damien Hirst – creator of ‘black sheep’ and away from the flock’ 



was making a bid to take over established Henry Moore sheep 

territory. Damien Hirst is the man who shows real food reduced 
to pharmaceutical packaging, a dead sheep suspended in 

formaldehyde and placed so that it looks alive. The kind of 
pharmacy and the kind of lamb symbol which remains when 

human wisdom is all that is left.

But it did remind me too of Zurburan’s the Lamb, which you 
have before you. I first encountered this at Seeing Salvation at 

the National Gallery. It’s quite a shock when it shows up in a 
series of pictures of Jesus. It really is a lamb.

John’s gospel brings us the lamb of God, who takes away the 

sin of the world. John the Baptist proclaims him in the very first 
chapter.

There is no Last Supper in John’s gospel and yet the whole 
narrative is profoundly eucharistic. We are given the 

footwashing instead. 

And as you won’t have failed to notice, there is no lamb of God 
mentioned in John’s crucifixion. But we are told very pointedly 

that it is on the Day of the Crucifixion that the lambs are being 
slaughtered in the temple in preparation for all the Passover 



meals – for that is what would be happening on the Day of 

Preparation. 

Just as Jesus has breathed his last on the cross, John pans 
over to this scene of controlled carnage in the temple. And just 

as we have viewed the place where the sacrificial lambs are 
checked to make sure their legs are not broken, we pan back to 

Jesus having a spear put into his side to check that he is well 
and truly dead - instead of his legs being broken. Jesus is the 

Passover lamb being sacrificed for us. His blood is on our door 
frames. We hope it will keep us safe.

None of the gospel writers use the language of the Jesus the 

lamb of God in their crucifixion narratives. But John couldn’t 
make it clearer in the picture he paints that this is he. 

Grunewald understood this – look at the little lamb with John 
the Baptist and his long pointing finger directing us to the cross 

on that first image of the crucifixion.

Earlier in his narrative, John took us to Bethany, where Mary 
anointed Jesus feet with the pure nard which she had bought 

prophetically for his burial. But she chose to use it on the living 
Lord, the one who had just raised her brother from the dead. 

She ‘forgot’ his death to ‘remember’ his being Lord of life. 



Sometimes we have to do that, forgetting to remember, when 
our focus on our own limitations and shortcomings, our own 

creatureliness, gets in the way of remembering who this is 
before us; when we confine the possibilities of what God can do 

new in our lives to the limits of our own experience; when, in 
other words, we trust human wisdom more that God’s.  

But on Good Friday the emphasis is more on ‘remembering to 

forget.’ In the darkness, our sins come into the light of the 
cross in order to be left here. But it isn’t a strange unearthly 

light like that in Holman Hunt’s wilderness. Or even the silvery 
light of the moon. It’s a warm light, because it radiates from the 

fiery purity of God’s love. A light that burns to call us home to 
our true place of belonging as creatures and children of the 

God of love.
Just as I am, without one plea, 
But that Thy blood was shed for me, 
And that Thou bid'st me come to Thee, 
O Lamb of God, I come! I come!

Silence

Prayer

O God, as on this solemn day we bow at the foot of the cross, 



may the love that was manifest there stream into our hearts, 
challenging and subduing them and winning from us that 
response which is thy will for us. 
Through Jesus Christ our Lord
Amen.


