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Reflection given by Jonathan Aitken in Westminster Abbey at the conclusion of the Good Friday service preceded by 
The Cross Procession through Westminster

Friday 2nd April 2010

We are now close to the Foot of the Cross.  

For those of us who have walked in the procession through the windswept streets of Westminster today it has been a moving but rather testing physical journey.

But it is the spiritual journey of Good Friday that tests us far more deeply, although it is sometimes hard to bear it and complete it.

This point is eloquently made in the best read, best selling book in the Christian world after The Bible - The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis.

It says this about the distractions and diversions away from the Cross in our spiritual journeys.

“Many follow Jesus to the breaking of the bread.  Few follow him to the sharing of the cup of his passion.”

True today.  True at the scene of the crucifixion.  Most of Jesus’ followers and disciples fled.  Peter denied him three times.

But one person was standing at the foot of the Cross, sharing with heartbroken commitment and compassion in our Lord’s agony.  She was Mary, his mother.

So let us focus on her in this meditation, not least because we can all relate to her pain, for we all have mothers.

This is how John’s gospel describes the scene:

“When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing there he said to his mother:  Woman, here is your son.  Then he said to the disciple:  Here is your mother.  And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.” (John 19: 26-27)

That scene is one of the most poignant illustrations of maternal love, mingling with filial love, blessed by God’s love, at a time of pain and suffering.

As she stood at the foot of the Cross sorrow was piercing Mary’s heart.  And Jesus could not bear it.  For put into blunt contemporary language the request he was making was: “Please get her out of here!”
And that was what John did, taking Mary into his own home from that hour and looking after her as if she was his own mother.

In an infinitely smaller personal way I can relate to that kind of motherly pain and motherly love in the crucible of suffering.

Some years ago I was serving a prison sentence and like most prisoners I really enjoyed having visits from my friends, from my children and from other members of my family.  But there was one person whose prison visits I found very difficult.  That visitor was my mother.

Despite all her usual joie de vivre she found it just too much to see her little boy (that was me aged 56) in prison uniform.  She became very upset.

Although I never actually voiced it, I sometimes felt like saying to someone: “Please get her out of here.”  Because her maternal love was so strong in her sufferings.

In human relationships many of us know that in times of trial and pain our love for the loved one who is suffering can mysteriously grow.  That is even more so in our relationship with Jesus as we share in the cup of his passion and understand how much he suffered for us.

After we come away from today’s service we will face a question:  How will we respond in our own lives to what we have seen and heard at the foot of the Cross?  Will it change our lives in any way?  Will we better understand the matchless words of Archbishop Cranmer (who often preached from this pulpit in the nave) that Jesus Christ “made there by his one oblation of himself once offered a full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice, oblation and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world”.

So as we bring our sins and our burdens to the Cross of our great and loving Saviour who died for you, for me, for all of us, maybe we should make or renew or strengthen our commitment to him.  Because in the words of the hymn we are about to sing:


“Love so amazing, so divine


Demands my soul, my life, my all”
**********

