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Join the people under the Cross and be made whole
Good Friday, 25 March 2016
A sermon preached by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Dr Andreas Loewe, on Good Friday.
‘CONSUMMATUM EST’ – ‘It is finished’, read the Latin words under the great depiction of the crucifixion above the
High Altar of our beautiful Cathedral. Christ has bowed his head and, in a final moment between life and
death, speaks his last words: ‘It is finished’. And each of the five people shown standing under the cross in our
mosaic, Mary the mother of Jesus, Mary Clopas and Mary Magdalene, John and an unnamed Roman
centurion, would have heard those words differently. I encourage you to have a closer look at the three
women and two men standing under the cross.
Jesus’ mother Mary, standing immediately to the right of the cross, on the left hand side of our reredos, might
have heard Jesus’ words and known them to be the end of three hours of abject agony and suffering. As she
hears Jesus’ final words, she clasps her hands and her robe, as if trying to steady herself. For her, ‘it is
finished’, would have meant an end of witnessing three hours of increasingly laboured breathing, as Jesus’
body-weight slowly constricted his lungs, suffocating him. With her eyes firmly fixed on the wound in Jesus’
chest, ‘it is finished’ would have meant an end of three hours of looking at blood steadily seeping from Jesus’
side, from the scourges the forty lashes left on his back, and from the ring of thorns on his forehead. The
woman who gave him life resolutely stood by to see that life being prized away sadistically, cruelly and
desperately slowly. And particularly on this day, nine months before Christmas, as we recall the gift of God’s
life in Mary, and Mary’s consent to do God’s will, for Mary this is the moment where her obedience is most
tested, where ‘the sword will pierce [her] own soul’ (Luke 2.35). For Mary, ‘it is finished’ meant an end of three
hours of agony, as Jesus’ joints and wrist bones were slowly prized apart by the nails that fixed him to the
wood of the cross. For Mary, ‘it is finished’ meant the end of the humiliation and suffering of a cherished child,
just as it signalled the end of a relationship with a beloved son whose life was taken away from her all too
soon.
Jesus’ aunt, Mary Clopas, might have heard the words ‘it is finished’ and thought of Jesus’ friends. Standing
immediately to the left of Jesus’ mother, her first concern certainly is for her sister and her friend: with her left
hand she steadies the back of Jesus’ mother Mary, with her right she holds up Mary Magdalene. With her
gaze steadily on Jesus’ face, and her arms around his family and friends, she would have heard Jesus’ final
words and sensed in a loss of hope. For her, ‘it is finished’ would have meant the end of the hope that led her
to join the other women who had accompanied Jesus from Galilee. The hope this ‘prophet mighty in deed and
word before God and all the people ... was the one who would redeem Israel’, as she and her husband would
tell a stranger on the road to Emmaus three days later (Luke 24.21). The hope that the Jesus who brought
healing to so many would also heal their nation. For Mary’s sister ‘it is finished’ first of all meant an end to the
hope for redemption, for a liberation from oppression. The fact that directly opposite her a Roman soldier
guarded the One whom she believed to be the Messiah would have been a cruel reminder of that quashed
hope. For Mary Clopas, ‘it is finished’ meant the end of Israel’s hope that Jesus would indeed be the ‘light to
lighten the nations and the glory of God’s people Israel’ (Luke 2.32). And as she hears Jesus confirm with his
last words from the cross that ‘it is finished’ all she can do is to pour the last bit of her strength into her sister
and her friend.
Jesus’ friend and follower, Mary Magdalene, cannot even bear to look at Jesus. Instead she looks on the
cross. For Mary Magdalene, ‘it is finished’ would have meant the end of a close circle of friendship and
relationships, as the disciples are dispersed, fleeing the terror of Jesus’ execution. With her left hand she
points at the cross, the instrument of torture that has broken the body of their teacher and friend, and now has
also broken their circle of friendship: leading one of their own to betray Jesus, another to deny Jesus, the
others to the relative safety of a locked upper room. In her right hand she bears costly oils and spices she has
brought along to prepare Jesus’ tortured body for burial. For Mary Magdalene, ‘it is finished’ would have
meant the loss of the One who had set people free from disease of body, mind and spirit; meant the end of
the One who made her whole and set her free from her own illness (Luke 8.2). For Mary Magdalene, ‘it is
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finished’ also meant that the time to anoint the body of her healer and friend had come close. At the foot of the
cross, Mary Magdalene, who, on the day of resurrection, would become the messenger of the empty tomb
carries the medicine of the grave. She waits: to embalm Jesus, to commit his body to the ground, to leave him
there to the permanency of death.
Standing immediately to the left of the cross, on the right hand side of our mosaic, is John, the writer of the
story of passion and death we had sung to us so evocatively today. His eyes are closed; his hands are
clasped in prayer as he hears Jesus’ final words from the cross. Then, those words would have meant for
John the end of a close friendship and the beginning of a new relationship. Only moments ago, Jesus had
commended his mother Mary to John’s care: ‘lady, here is your son... here is your mother’ (John 19.25-6).
John not only mourns the death of his closest friend, but enters into a new relationship of care. ‘It is finished’
for John is a new beginning: a new relationship, a new family, a new custodianship is forged at the cross.
Later, the man who received a new family under the cross would reflect on the death of his friend by
documenting his life, death and rising to new life. He did so that we might ‘believe that Jesus is the Messiah,
the Son of God, and that by believing [we] might have life in his name’ (John 21.30). For John, then, the last
word from the cross would have meant ‘all is accomplished’; the work of redemption is completed. A new
beginning has come to all who believe in the One who gave his life so that all may live forever. For John, the
witness of the resurrection, the final words of Jesus from the cross have taken on a universal intent: the new
beginning, the new relationship he received at the foot of the cross was for all people. ‘It is finished’ for John
means: life is restored, relationships healed, and a new family is created where we might now only see death,
brokenness, and rupture.
The last person standing under the cross is not a friend of Jesus, and certainly not one of his Jewish
followers. Shielded by the might of the Roman empire, in full armour, he is one of the military leaders of the
foreign army that occupies Israel. It was his subordinates that twisted thorns into a crown, and covered Jesus’
bloodied scourges with a robe in imperial purple, mocking and deriding him in his brokenness. The centurion
and his cohort stand guard under the cross to prevent a riot. They are only doing their duty. And even though
he merely followed orders, he has a share in the responsibility for the death of an innocent man, in the same
way as his commander in chief, Pontius Pilate, of whose responsibility for the death of Jesus we remind
ourselves whenever we confess our faith in the words of our creeds. The centurion stands as a witness: he
and his fellows witness the death of Jesus, record it in the annals of the Roman Empire, anchor it in history,
so that all may be certain that this death really took place. Later that day he, or one of his colleagues, will
place a seal on the burial place of Jesus, completing the work of witness. For him, ‘it is finished’ would have
been a reminder of a job accomplished. All is done. Only the body to be taken down now, laid in a tomb,
sealed shut. Thankfully all went ahead without a riot. Another execution in a complex theatre of occupation
accomplished. But surrounding him like a halo is another reality: around his head stand the words ‘VERE FILIUS
DEI ERAT ISTE’ – ‘truly this was the Son of God’. The witness of the death of Jesus, became another witness:
the witness to the death of God’s Son, a believer who was converted by the death of one whom he believed to
be merely another execution. For the centurion, that Good Friday, ‘it is finished’ meant the beginning of a new
life of faith. A life of testifying to a life well lived with integrity and truth, and an undignified death died with all
the dignity there was. And should it have been his cohort that sealed the burial plot, his witness would have
been twofold: standing under the cross as a witness of the death of God’s Son, and three days later as the
witness of the empty tomb, and the promise of new life.
+
The cross, with its five witnesses, stands at the heart of our great Cathedral as a constant reminder of the
moment when our salvation was wrought. We are invited, like Mary, the mother of Jesus, Mary Clopas and
Mary Magdalene, to give thanks for the life of Christ, who calls us to love him and be loved by him. Like the
women under the cross, we are called to honour Jesus through the way in which we love and care for one
another, and so forge new relationships and build up community in this place. Just as we are invited, like John
and the nameless centurion, to give thanks for the death of Christ, who calls us to share in the new life that
flows from the cross. Like the men under the cross, we are called to honour Jesus through the way in which
we live out and proclaim the good news that death will never have the final word and that even those who
share the responsibility for bringing Jesus to the cross in the first place can receive forgiveness and share in
his kingdom of grace.
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Every time we look on the great mosaic at the focal point of our Cathedral, we are invited to join the five
standing under the cross, and remind ourselves of Jesus’ final words: ‘it is finished’. Every time we come
together to celebrate new life by pouring out the water of baptism, we are invited to remember that it was by
pouring out his own life on the cross that Christ overcame death once and for all. Every time we come to
celebrate our community with one another and with Christ by sharing bread and wine, we are invited to
remember that he has let his own body be broken on the cross so that all life may be restored. Every time we
pray in Christ’s name, we become part of the story of the Cross, become part of the new relationship of faith
and forgiveness, belonging and life that is forever.
And now may Christ Jesus, who by his death destroyed death, strengthen us to glory in his cross and live no
longer for ourselves but for him, who loves us, and gave himself for us, and is alive and reigns with the Father
and the Holy Spirit, forever and ever. Amen.
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