
1 
 

ST. PETER’S PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT 

SUNDAY, MARCH 15th, 2020 

 

Scripture Reading: Romans 5:1-8 

5 Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 

Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which 

we stand; and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. 3 And not only 

that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, 4 and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 5 and 

hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts 

through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us. 

6 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 
7 Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good 

person someone might actually dare to die. 8 But God proves his love for us in that 

while we still were sinners Christ died for us.  

 

Reclaiming the Crucifix 

Rev. Lynn Horan 

 

As we journey through the season of Lent, we’ve been reflecting on the cross, what 

it means to us as individuals and also as a community of faith.  We’ve also been 

collecting crosses, including many from my own collection, a rustic metal Celtic 

cross from Ireland, and last week a hand-carved “second chance” cross, hewn from 

the water-logged wood of the lakes of Minnesota.  And we’ve created our very 

own “Cross of Hands,” with hand-shaped cutouts covering a large cross in our 

worship space, each hand including a word or phrase that comes to mind for you as 

you’ve pondered the cross. 

 

As you will notice, most of the crosses we’ve talked about during Lent are empty 

crosses.  It’s easy to like the empty cross, the Easter cross - a sign of hope, victory 

over death, the cross that points to the Risen Christ who continues to journey with 

us daily.   
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But what about the Crucifix?  The cross that on one extreme points to our guilt, our 

collaboration in the wrongs of the world, and on the other extreme seems to glorify 

suffering.  What do we do with that cross? How do we come before that cross?  

And do we even want to?  The dying, suffering Christ is a challenging image to 

hold at the center of our lives of faith.  Yet, nonetheless, there it stands. 

 

The Crucifix stands as a reminder of what our hardened hearts are capable of.  Yet 

by God’s grace, this image also shows the extent of God’s love and compassion, 

compassion meaning literally “to suffer with” -  the kind of self-less love that 

causes God to lay down God’s own life so that we can be freed to live faithful and 

fulfilling lives. 

 

The cross I’ve brought to share today is a crucifix that was hung over the doorway 

of the home of my mother’s cousin Bobbie.  She gave it to me several years ago 

along with a wedding gift for Vince and I.  Inside the package was a rather 

interesting note: 

 

Dear Lynn, I had this Crucifix for sixty years.  It was a gift on my Confirmation 

Day from a neighbor.  I would like to give it to someone who would appreciate it.  

My children aren’t interested.  We had it over our door all our married life.   

Love, Bobbie  

 

What I first noticed was the dichotomy between the stark image of the Crucifix and 

the cute notepaper with a kitten and daisies (not exactly what you would expect to 

be shared on a sticky note).  But what struck me most was the contrast between 

how Bobbie experienced the Crucifix, as a sign of faith, strength and protection, 

compared to the apparent disinterest of her children.  And I don’t blame them, 
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because for most of us the Crucifix is an unwelcome image, I know I haven’t 

always embraced it.  

 

This tension around the Crucifix begs the question: how is it that the cross can be 

so intriguing, so mystifying, so comforting yet also terrifying and repulsive at the 

same time?  When we think of the Crucifix, how can it be so meaningful for some 

yet avoided by others either out of disgust or plain disinterest? 

 

There is a difficult tension between the painful image of death and suffering 

alongside the grace and love of God, an uncomfortable relationship between 

violence and mercy, sin and salvation.  How do we reconcile these extremes? 

  

As we grapple with these questions, a good place to start is with today’s passage, 

where Paul takes us right up close to the cross, to the actual suffering that takes 

place.  Here it is not the waters of baptism that Paul recalls, which we looked at 

last week, but the piercing nails, the tearing flesh, the broken body.  Everything 

that we’d prefer to gloss over, to turn away from, to avoid.  This is the Good 

Friday Cross, the one covered in shadows and blood, the one that makes us cringe 

with guilt or silences us with aching sadness. 

 

Here Paul attempts to make Christ’s death on the cross more approachable, more 

accessible, by comparing it to our own suffering.  Paul states, through the suffering 

of Christ, we too can “rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and 

hope does not disappoint us” (vs. 3-4). 

 

For some, this passage gives us strength and courage as we face our own trials and 

challenges (which is likely the intent behind Paul’s words).  However, as is often 
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the case with Scripture, this passage can be very misleading, dangerous in fact, 

creating a lot of the anxiety that we have around the cross.   

 

The idea of suffering in the name of Christ, of bearing one’s cross, has taken 

Christians down a very dark road in which we and others endure, even promote, 

unjust suffering in the name of Christ.  For example, countless individuals, both 

men and women, have stayed in abusive relationships or situations, simply because 

the suffering they endured was painted over with an unhealthy, if not toxic 

theology that such suffering is the will of God, or that this is one’s “cross to bear.”  

I think most of us, today, would reject this kind of misunderstanding of Christ’s 

suffering, but it has plagued our faith for centuries. 

 

There is another problem of interpretation when it comes to Christ’s suffering on 

the cross -  and that is the notion of Jesus “standing in” for us, “standing in” for our 

sins.  For many of us, there is a very strong connection to this traditional belief in 

redemption, as it allows us to finally be able to move forward in our lives, 

especially if we’ve made some mistakes in the past. 

 

But there is another, more damaging, side to this doctrine that we must consider.  

A very important African-American theologian, Delores Williams, reveals how 

this theology of standing in for another’s suffering can promote what she calls 

“social surrogacy,” in which we pass along suffering to others, much in the way 

that our suffering was passed on to Christ.   

 

We see this in the effects of globalization and unseen labor, in which factory and 

other work is outsourced to cheap labor in the developing world, where others 

suffer inhumane working conditions so those with means and privilege don’t have 

to. 
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Williams shares a very explicit example of surrogacy, of passing along others’ pain 

and suffering, with the widespread example of enslaved black women bearing their 

master’s children, serving as “surrogates,” which literally means “to substitute.”  

Williams warns that this kind of social surrogacy grounded in the oppression and 

exploitation of others, in which we learn how to pass off suffering, is NOT what 

Christ’s suffering is about.  Williams reminds us that Christ indeed suffers in our 

place, in order that the cycle of senseless, unjust suffering can itself be put to 

death.   

   

- -    - 

 

With the kind of heavy and loaded messages that the crucifix represents, how then 

can we see it as a sign of hope and redemption?  For myself, I had to go to Latin 

America, to Peru, to come to appreciate the transformative power of the Crucifix.  

Communities throughout Latin America take very seriously the dramatic elements 

of Good Friday and the Easter Vigil, with elaborate passion plays and street 

processions that bring to life the brutality that Christ endured on our behalf. 

 

When I spent Holy Week in the small mountain town of Huancayo, I saw first-

hand how deeply the local community connected with the death and suffering of 

Christ.  At dusk on Good Friday, a life-size Crucifix was carried through the center 

of town, with somber music blaring out of the back of pick-up trucks, people 

wailing and bowing reverently, and mothers lifting their babies to touch the cross 

for healing and protection.  It was an incredibly visceral experience, in which the 

power of Christ dying on the Cross was undeniable.   

 

For those who experience suffering every day, whether poverty, violence, 

deteriorating health or just plain hopelessness, the suffering Christ, the Crucifix, is 

a tangible reminder that we do not suffer alone.  Who am I to question the power 
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of the Crucifix, the dying Christ, when I saw with my very eyes people being made 

whole again by the power of the cross moving through the streets of their home 

town?  Having come to recognize the importance of Christ’s dying body as a 

concrete reminder that God and Christ suffer with us, I now have a deeper 

acceptance of and reverence for the Crucifix.   

 

I look at the dark outline of Christ’s body suffering on the cross and remind myself 

that Christ suffered once, and for all of us.  It’s already happened, it’s done and 

finished.  I remind myself of this, because it is so easy for us as Christians, as 

people of faith, to assume the burdens of the world, to take on the suffering of the 

world, as if it is ours alone to carry, ours alone to redeem, ours to fix, to explain, to 

undo.  But when I look at this cross, I remember that Christ has already done the 

work of salvation, of returning us to wholeness, and we are called to do something 

else. 

 

Paul writes in today’s Scripture passage, through Christ “we have peace with 

God.”  In other words, we don’t have to do the hard work of salvation, of proving 

our worth, of justifying our existence, that’s already been accomplished by God!  

We are not called to save ourselves or to save others, but to live into the fullness of 

what it means to be children of God, renewed and reconciled.  We are called to be 

disciples who are set free and liberated to serve God in the world.  

 

I hang this cross (the Crucifix), over my door so that I don’t feel paralyzed by the 

painful realities of this world but instead am compelled to lead a productive and 

meaningful life of faith amid that brokenness.  When I look at the Crucifix I am 

reminded that Christ suffered so that I, so that we, can freely serve. 

 

I also look to the Crucifix to prevent self-imposed suffering, which we do really 

well.  The kind of ugly self-inflicted pain that sounds a lot like this: “If only I 
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could’ve done more today to help that person… If only I had made a different 

decision… If only I could make a real difference… If only I was better, smarter, 

more patient, more loving, more like Christ.  If only, if only, if only…” 

 

Christ died on the cross to put an end to that type of self-suffering and self-

criticism.  Christ died on the cross so that we could be freed from the kind of self-

blame that we’ve been carrying for way too long, the kind of self-created, self-

perpetuating suffering that is a giant road block between us and our Creator and 

one another. 

 

Christ calls us to leave all that, not just at the front door or at the doors to this 

church, but to leave all of that crushing angst and shame at the foot of the cross, 

where Christ dies so that we might live.  Through the death of Christ on the cross, 

we set free to be whole even amid our broken world.  

 

As one theologian notes, through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we are 

at peace with God “amid the thousand natural shocks of life.”  That even amid the 

brokenness of our lives and in the world, we are at one with God and one another.  

And this is the doctrine of atonement – that through Christ and the Cross where he 

died, our relationship with God has been restored.   

 

Atonement, literally “at-one-ment,” to be at one with God and one another.   

 

But whether you’ve heard this since your early days of Sunday school or if this is 

completely new to you, it’s really hard to get our minds around.  How can the 

brutal death of an innocent man result in the restored relationship between us as 

our Creator.  As we’ve explored today, there are aspects of this doctrine that are 

troubling and dangerous, yet there are also aspects of this theology that will 

completely transform our lives.    
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 The suffering that we witness on the Cross is fraught with our own troubled 

understandings of the world, our own experiences of pain and anguish, power and 

privilege, oppression and abuse.  It is because of these very different vantage 

points that the image of the Cross, and specifically the Crucifix, is not universally 

comforting.  As we’ve illustrated with our “Cross of Hands,” we are each touched 

by the Cross in different ways, and for many of us it is not the comforting symbol 

of love and salvation, wholeness and grace.   

 

But what Paul so radically states is that “while we are yet sinners,” while we are 

still closed off, turned inward, afraid of the other, Christ died for us.  This is what 

grace means, to receive favor from God when we least deserve it and when we 

can’t even see it.  In our assurance of pardon, Brazilian theologian Rubem Alvez 

says it beautifully, “grace is a mysterious wind that blows where it wills… beyond 

what we can, when we cannot, despite our not being able.” 

 

 And this is where the Crucifix starts to sound a little more hopeful, a little more 

life changing, a little more transformative, a little more loving.  Paul takes the 

horror of Christ’s suffering and frames it in a way that shows the absolute lengths 

and depths that God will go out of love for us.  God not only sacrifices God’s own 

son, Jesus the human.  But, if you believe in the divinity of Christ, God is actually 

sacrificing God’s self for us.  And Christ doesn’t die for us on our best day or when 

we are our most righteous and grounded, patient and loving.  Christ dies for us 

when we are at our worst and when we are completely unaware or unwilling. 

 

And it is this outpouring of unconditional love, that God would save us at our 

worst, and suffer a brutal and inhumane death in our place, that turns this cross into 

an emblem of hope and reconciliation (despite the absolute paradox of it all). 

It is foolish, as Paul writes, but it is the very bedrock of our faith. 

To God be the Glory. Amen. 


