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In W.H. Auden’s “Victor, A Ballad,” Victor is betrayed by his wife.  So… 
 
 Victor walked out into the High Street 
 He walked to the edge of the town; 
 He came to the allotments and the rubbish heap 
 And tears came tumbling down. 
 Victor looked up at the sunset 
 As he stood there all alone; 
 Cried: “Are you in Heaven, Father?” 
 But the sky said, “Address not known.” 
 
I suspect that experience is not unfamiliar to a single person gathered here.  You are good to be 
here today at high noon on a Friday.  It is a strange, unnatural thing for you to be here on a day 
when none of us would normally be in church.  There are no rewards for what we do this day.  
There are no letters of appreciation or any kudos for our small sacrifice of being here. 
 
We, who Type-A personalities who are driven to do things, are simply invited to gather and 
recall what happened long ago.  We gather before the cross, and the paradox is that in this sign of 
death we have come to look for life. 
 
We are like that party of pilgrims in The Wizard of Oz – Dorothy, the Cowardly Lion, the Tin 
Man and the Scarecrow – who must make their way through the terrible forest that is filled with 
“lions and tigers and bears” before we shall get to the Land of Oz.  Like Judy Garland, Ray 
Bolger and Bert Lahr we make our way with fear and trembling. 
 
We gather here to listen to a story that we have heard many times.  If we are here to make sense 
of the cross, to have the crucifixion explained and neatly tied up with a bow so that we leave and 
focus on other things, then we are in the wrong place on the wrong day.  If we have gathered 
here to contemplate the mystery of the cross with awe and no small terror and great gratitude for 
what has been accomplished for our redemption, then we are in the right place on the right day.   
 
T.S. Eliot wrote in The Four Quartets: 
 
 You are not here to verify, 
 Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity 
 Or carry report.  You are here to kneel 
 Where prayer has been valid.  And prayer is more 
 Than an order of words, the conscious occupation 
 Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying. 
 And what the dead had no speech for, when living, 
 They can tell you, being dead: the communication 



 Of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language of the living. 
 
In the Burial Office found in The Book of Common Prayer we read that in the midst of life we 
are in death, yet the cross reminds us that in the midst of death we are in life.  For Christians, 
Good Friday changed the world.  It was not just an event, but it was one of two moments in time 
that altered everything about life itself.  Good Friday was one, Easter the other. 
 
Good Friday speaks to evil.  It speaks of despots like President Assad of Syria and President Kim 
Jong-un of North Korea and tyrants like Hitler, Stalin and Idi Amin.  Good Friday speaks to 
Newtown, Columbine, Aurora, Parkland and every place where gun violence has brought 
tragedy and where we have failed to demand that our politicians take measures to reduce gun 
violence.  Good Friday speaks to all the evil that we have participated in or failed to prevent.   
 
Years ago, as a young newspaper reporter I befriended a southern writer named Will Campbell 
while living in Nashville, Tennessee.  Will was the inspiration for the preacher in the cartoon 
Kudzu.  He was a Baptist minister and an author, who called himself a “chaplain to the Kluxers,” 
because he said if anyone needed a pastor, members of the Ku Klux Klan did.  He noted that 
Jesus spent most of his time with sinners, not with polished church-going folks. 
 
I had arranged to interview Will at his home, but when I arrived he explained that he was going 
to visit a prison and invited me to join him.  So, we drove to visit men who rarely see a pastor.  
Along the way, Will told me a story about growing up in rural Mississippi.  He told me that he 
witnessed a lynching of a black man, who was caught stealing from the mayor’s house.  The 
upstanding white citizens of his small town reacted with gleeful rage.  They tied the black man to 
the back of a car and dragged his body along the gravel road through the center of town, shouting 
hate-filled epithets and throwing rocks at the culprit. 
 
Finally, they dumped his body by the cemetery, leaving his shredded flesh to fester in the hot 
sun.  Will and other teenagers in town went to see the broken body and spat insults on the victim.  
Years later, Will caught a vision of God’s kingdom that allowed him to understand for the first 
time that the justice and dignity of God were intended for all.  Only then did he look back on that 
vicious day in Mississippi with new eyes of faith and see the horror of what he and others had 
done to another child of God.  I suspect that each of us has taken part in things that we deeply 
regret or have been silent in the face of things for which we should have spoken out or acted.   
 
The Romans scourged Jesus’ back using leather straps with sharp pieces of bone and glass made 
to remove flesh and muscle from the body.  They mocked him, placed a crown of thorns upon his 
head and then left him naked for people to spit upon.  All of this was designed to shame him.  On 
Good Friday humans unleashed the worst that we are capable of on God’s own Son.   
 
No other world religion has at its center a man condemned to die by public torture.  The Gnostic 
gospels, which have received much attention, differ from the biblical gospels in many significant 
ways, but the biggest difference is that the Gnostic gospels omit the crucifixion.  They skip the 
Passion.  As Reinhold Niebuhr said, “This is a view that insists on a God without wrath bringing 
men and women without sin into a kingdom without judgment through a Christ without a cross.”   
 



The truth is that many of us do not like unhappy endings.  There’s part of each of us that wants to 
sanitize life, the way the Victorians sanitized Shakespeare.  Victorian theater producers rewrote 
Shakespeare and gave happy endings to the bard’s best known tragedies Romeo and Juliet, 
Macbeth, and Hamlet.  Families were reconciled and lovers lived happily ever after. 
 
The challenge for most of us is that we do not know what to do with the hard bits of life and the 
hard bits of religion – the painful stories, the betrayal of Jesus, the angry mob, his torture and 
crucifixion.  We find it too offensive and hard to focus on something so disturbing in our already 
complicated and painful lives.  It is no wonder that for over 400 years after Jesus’ death the cross 
was never depicted in paintings, drawings or carvings.  The first illustration of the crucifixion is 
a carving found on the door of Santa Sabina on the Aventine Hill in Rome which dates from 425 
A.D.  It was not until the seventh century that the cross became the primary Christian symbol. 
 
Yet, the four gospels do not suppress a word about Jesus’ death and the ugly way that we 
humans treated God’s own Son.  The Evangelists did not clean up the story, but put it in a central 
position.  A long narrative about Jesus’ death was told.  The accounts vary in their details, but 
there can be no doubt about their foundation place in Christian history.  Paul insists, “I preach 
Christ and Christ crucified.”  Why?  Because the cross reminds us that God can forgive even the 
worst that we can do to God and to one another.  Even from the cross, Jesus pardoned the 
repentant thief who asked to be remembered when he appeared in Paradise.  Even from the cross, 
Jesus called out, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they do.”   
 
The Duke of Wellington had to sentence a man to death for repeated desertion from the British 
army.  Wellington felt sad as he prepared to carry out his duty, because despite the man’s 
desertions, he was a good soldier.  Wellington had tried everything to rehabilitate the man, but 
nothing had succeeded. 
 
Friends of the accused were allowed one final plea for his life.  They said to the Duke, “Your 
Excellency, you have given him many chances and tried many ways to correct him, and you have 
done everything you can but this one; you have not forgiven him.  Why not try that?”  So the 
Duke forgave him, and it worked.  The soldier never again deserted the army, and forever 
afterward showed his gratitude to the Duke.  When all else fails, have you tried forgiveness? 
 
I suspect that all of us wonder if we have travelled too far from the circle of God’s love to be 
accepted, loved and forgiven.  We know that forgiveness doesn’t come easily.  To forgive 
another takes courage, grace and time.  To forgive ourselves is perhaps even harder.  As we 
gather as the foot of the cross this day, I invite you to allow God to forgive you and to forgive 
yourself and to forgive that person whom you have been refusing to forgive for so long.  That’s 
what this day is all about.  Father, forgive them for they do not know what they do.  Amen. 


