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I came across these words recently, which made me pause: ‘It is awesome to think that, 
in our freedom, we have power to keep Absolute Power at bay.’ 
 
There is an image at the centre of Christianity which many find hard to accept.  
 
The cross. 
 
But to those who say – how can you reconcile a loving God with all the evil and suffering 
in the world, the cross is a powerful answer. If only we knew how to give voice to it.  
 
And to those who say, ‘On the Cross, what is God doing?’ the answer starts (and may 
be ends) here: on the cross, God opened wide his arms of love for us. 
 
Because we have the power to keep Absolute Power at bay, Absolute Power emptied 
itself, came among us as one of us to try and win us back not by power but by love. 
 
On the cross, God opened wide his arms for us. The arms of love. 
Adore the one who opens wide his arms for us on the cross. 
 
Now look at this crucifix – the one of several we’ll look at this afternoon. 
 

 
 
Adore the God whose arms are stretched out with the weight of woe. Our woe. 
 
If you go to the Unterlinden Museum in Colmar, you will find one of the greatest works of 
art of the high middle ages - Matthias Grünewald's searing and magnificent Issenheimer 
Altarpiece.  
 

What do you see? This is a depiction in the classical west-
European tradition (though from a fairly late stage; this is 
Rubens). And what we have is a pale figure on a dark cross. 
But above all, agony.  
 
And what are the arms doing? They’re straining, nearly 
breaking, bearing the load: sin, alienation, hostility, all that 
separates us from God. In the Cathedral there’s currently a 
painting by the contemporary artist Francis Hoyland. In that 
picture the arms are almost vertical, and pulled out of all 
proportion to the rest of the body. 
 
These arms are truth – though not the whole truth – about the 
cross.  
 



 
 
This too is truth – though not the whole truth – about the cross. 
 
And while we adore the God who exposed himself to that for us, think too about how we 
will be able to give an account of this.  
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There are other views of the crucifixion, even in the European tradition. How about this 
one? 
 

 
 
Somehow, wherever you stand, sit or kneel in relation to it, the eyes of Jesus look at 
you. At least, that’s what I found. And as Jesus on this cross is surrounded by people, so 
you are surrounded by him, so you are in relation to him and to others who love him and 
strive to follow him. 
 
And the arms. Look at these arms. Not sagging under the weight, but spread out. Not 
perhaps in triumph – though it’s not far from this style to one which shows Christ 
triumphant on the cross. But opening wide his arms. The absolute, encompassing, 
inclusive love of God for you, for me, for those standing under the cross, for the whole 
creation. ‘He opened wide his arms for us on the cross.’ The love of God alongside the 
identification of God with God’s so wayward creatures and creation. 
 
This again is truth – though not the whole truth – about the cross.  
 
Adore the God who opens wide his arms for us on the cross. 

Here Christ hangs on similarly strained 
arms. His fingers are splayed in pain. 
The body of the crucified is racked not 
just with the marks of nail and spear and 
crown of thorns; it weeps with the 
pustulating scabs of the pox. No one 
seeing it now can failed to be moved by 
it; just think what power it had for those 
medieval Europeans suffering that same 
terrible plague, when they saw their 
Saviour similarly scarred. 
 

This is the cross of San Damiano in Assisi. It’s the crucifix 
which Francis was contemplating when he heard to call to 
rebuild the church. It is still there, though now it hangs in the 
church of St Clare. I have knelt before that crucifix, felt its 
power, poured out my heart to God in its presence. 
 
Why? Not just because of the Francis connection – I’m more 
a fan of Benedict than Francis. But this is a crucifix with a 
difference, and in a different tradition. It’s painted not carved 
(though there’s a bit of relief in the halo above the head). And 
Christ is not alone. He is surrounded by people. With all that 
that entails.  
 



 
But remember: you will have to be able to give an account of this too. We live in an age 
where our Christianity is contested as it has not been for a long time. And if we are not 
able to say for ourselves what that figure hanging on the cross means for us, who will? 
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In Esher we’re very fortunate to have a link with a splendid 90 year old nun in Tanzania. 
Links are never one way, and some time ago – before I became associated with that 
parish – she gave it two presents, one for Christ Church and one for St George’s on 
West End Green. It’s almost the same in both churches. And here it is. 
 

 
 
How much of a shock was it, the first time you saw a non-Caucasian Christ?  
 
Adore the Christ of every race and nation, stretching out his arms to us as well. 
 
And look at the face. Well, it’s not the best ever photo, but let me tell you, it’s a placid 
face. Not agonised. Nor even resigned. Just calm and patient. And the arms; they are 
not strained. They just reach out.  
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Lots of churches don’t go in for crucifixes. Instead they prefer something like this. 

 
 
The empty cross tells us of that other indescribable truth which we nevertheless have to 
try and describe both in words and in actions.  
 
This is the truth that the cross was not the end. We do not worship a dead Christ but a 
living Saviour whom God raised from the dead to demonstrate once and for all that 
· sin and death, disease and alienation, all the barriers we erect, are not the end 

Ruth was a seminarian in America about twenty years 
ago. And once ‘In talking with an African American 
friend about the sermon that Ruth had preached that 
day, they discussed together Psalm 51:7, “Purge me 
with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I 
shall be whiter than snow.” Through their 
conversation, Ruth came to see that her friend did not 
experience white snow as a helpful image of being 
cleansed from sin. In a racist environment, the image 
merely reinforced the spiritual superiority of whiteness 
Ruth began to look differently at her church’s many 
visual depictions of Jesus, which she suddenly 
realized were all very Caucasian.’ 

A plain cross. An empty cross. 
And this too is truth – though not the whole truth – about 
the cross, a truth we must be able to express.  
Because for all the power of those representations that 
focus on the figure, we must be able to see through the 
cross, through it and beyond it.  
 



· that forgiveness is strong, that love triumphs 
· that this world is not all that counts – though it counts for lots.  
 
Adore the God who still opens wide his arms for us. 
 
Here’s my last cross for today. I was given this one to hold during an act of reflective 
worship led by one of our students recently.  
 

 
 
It is inescapable that if we place this figure on the cross – whether stranded and alone, 
or stretching out in community – at the centre of our lives, if we hold this cross in our 
hands, we will see beyond our lives to God, and have no option but to start living as God 
wants us to live, wants the world to live: loving, reconciled, selfless, just as that figure on 
the cross, through the cross and beyond the cross was – God as one of us. 
 
The cross is God’s coat of arms. And our hour of adoration over, we must go out to 
explain that to other people. 
 
 

        

 

This sort fits in my hand. I can cradle it. Just as the arms can 
cradle me. But as it sits in my hand, and I feel its soothing power, I 
notice that the arms are not in the palm of my hand, inside my 
folded fingers. I cannot contain the cross. The arms of Christ are 
always reaching out from me to you, to the world. 
 

Faced with anger, God rejecting,  
Fragile in his agony, 
Bearing loads we cannot reckon, 
Arms were opened wide for me. 
 O my Jesus, O my Saviour,  
 lifted on the cross for me, 
 Open wide your arms to hold us 
 In the love that sets us free. 
 

On a hillside, near a city 
Hanging in the noonday sun, 
Scorned by soldiers without pity, 
Arms were opened wide for me. 
 O my Jesus, O my Saviour,  
 lifted on the cross for me, 
 Open wide your arms to hold us 
 In the love that sets us free. 



         
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lonely Jesus, placid, patient, 
Battered by hostility, 
Yet you call us, ‘Stand here with me’; 
Arms are opened wide for me. 
 O my Jesus, O my Saviour,  
 lifted on the cross for me, 
 Open wide your arms to hold us 
 In the love that sets us free. 

Jesus, man for every nation. 
Shocking truth of God’s great love, 
In your open arms of welcome 
Let us see the victory. 
 O my Jesus, O my Saviour,  
 lifted on the cross for me, 
 Open wide your arms to hold us 
 In the love that sets us free. 
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