Good Friday - 22 April 2011
“Having said this, he breathed his last”
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My first visit to Taizé to pray around the cross as we are invited to do tonight, was over 30 years ago.  Long before the Eurotunnel days, my friend Chris Sheldrake and I made our way by train, ferry and coach to the hill side in Burgundy where the whole community will be at prayer tonight accompanied by young people around the world.
I remember that visit so well – especially the Friday evening prayer when the Icon of the Cross was laid on the floor of the great church.  My friend went forward, knelt before it, bowed his head and rested his forehead on the cross.  I remember feeling uneasy at the time – how could this portrayal of the most hideous human cruelty be a kind of resting-place for my friend?  How could the cross be something to lean on, something to be intimate with?

I still ask that question.  I was asking it today in Humberstone Gate at the climax of the Passion play Christ in the Centre.  Thousands watched in the sunshine as Jesus was flogged and as the nails were hammered in to his hands.  You could see on their faces the shock and horror even though the story is all too familiar.

How can the cross be the image around which we pray tonight?  Isn’t it just too gruesome; like all the other appalling methods humans have found for doing violence to each other?  How do we manage to see this differently from the cluster bombs penetrating the bodies of children with shrapnel in Misrata: or the trucks loaded with rockets in the Ivory Coast and Senegal, or the IEDs in Afghanistan?

Just three years after that first visit to Taizé, my friend Chris was killed.  His motor bike struck a lamp post and he suffered severe brain damage, surviving just 3 days in hospital before he died on Christmas Eve.  The point of impact was his forehead which he had rested on the Icon of the Cross.  Shortly after hearing of his death I preached a sermon at the Christmas Midnight Eucharist in my parish.  I knew then in some mysterious way the birth of Jesus and the death of Jesus are profoundly connected.  Both are points of intersection between our world and eternity: both places where God’s divinity and our humanity meet.  In the birth of Jesus we see just how far God would go to empty himself and become one of us; and in the death of Jesus on the cross we see how far the holiness of God can draw out the violent unholiness of human beings.
They know all about that in the Taizé community of course because 5 years ago the founder and head of the community who had shown so many people what a life of prayer and holiness are, was attacked and killed in the evening prayer in the midst of the community.

But the prayer goes on there and here and around the world.  The Cross reminds us that the worst we can ever do cannot put us beyond the love of God.  That even the dying criminal is promised that he will immediately be with Jesus in eternity.

For my friend Chris that moment came unexpectedly and prematurely.  But it will come for all of us one day.  As we kneel around the cross tonight we are with our Lord at the moment when all life’s defences are stripped away – resting our heads on the Icon of the Cross – letting love take all the weight of our sorrow and self-centredness and saying “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”  For all of our lives are a journey to that moment when we can no longer stand in our own strength but only in his.  Dare we trust ourselves to him?  Dare we pray with the dying criminal “Jesus remember me when you come into your kingdom?”
Tonight, when all the words and action are over, all God asks of us is our trust.  In the silence, dare we offer him that?
PAGE  
1

