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SOME REFLECTIONS ON CRUCIFIXION AND 
RESURRECTION  

Prepared by Jo Laffin with help from Mons. Robert Rice, April 2020 
   

 D.E. Nineham, in his commentary on the Gospel of Mark, wrote:  

Small wonder that Cicero described this [crucifixion] as “the most cruel and frightful of 
punishments”, combining, as it did, extreme bodily pain, the tortures of hunger, thirst, 
heat, and insects, all endured in conditions of rigid immobility, exposure to the brutality 
of spectators, and the shame of nakedness at a time when the natural functions were 
beyond control. In view of all this the restraint of the Gospel tradition at this point is 
particularly noteworthy.  

In the Gospel of John, there is more than restraint. The crucifixion is presented as a 
triumph, followed by more triumph in the resurrection.   For John, Jesus standing tall and 
remaining faithful to his call and vocation, in the face of awful suffering, is a triumph.   

So John edits out anything that suggests that the crucifixion is a disaster.  In John’s Gospel, 
there is no agony in the garden; no kiss of Judas; no Simon of Cyrene.  Jesus carries his own 
cross. There is no cry of agony from the cross. Jesus calmly declares, “it is accomplished” 
and then “bowing his head he gave up the spirit”. 

So John does not give us bare historical facts; he provides an interpretation. 

It is important to remind ourselves that the Father would not have directly willed the 
crucifixion: it was a terrible and violent crime. But the Father called on Jesus to remain 
faithful to his calling, no matter how difficult it might be. The Father expects the same of us. 

Just as the Father has not directly willed COVID-19, at this dark time we are to stand faithful 
to our Christian calling, no matter how difficult it might be.  Let’s pause to reflect on how 
well we are following the example of Jesus.  

 

Father Bob’s Homily for Good Friday 

In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, the crucifixion of 
Jesus is a disaster. It is followed by the triumph of the 
resurrection. 
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The Crucifixion in Art  
 

 
 
 
Following the Gospel writers, countless artists through the centuries have attempted 
to depict the crucifixion of Jesus.  This small ivory plaque is one of the earliest 
representations.  Now in the British Museum, it is thought to have originated in 
Rome in the fifth century.  On one side the limp body of Judas can be seen, hanging 
from a noose in a tree.  He is obviously dead.  On 
the other side there is Jesus on the cross.  In 
contrast to Judas, the divine son of God is very 
much in control, with eyes wide open and a halo 
around his head. No hint of pain can be seen on his 
muscular body.  A lovely detail is the mother bird 
feeding her young in their nest, a sign of hope.  
Death does not have the last word.   
 
Depictions of Jesus Christ triumphant on the cross 
continued in early medieval art. This trend was 
matched by a theology which emphasised that our 
salvation and hope for eternal life come through his 
victory over death, his resurrection.    
 
 

Eighth-century fresco in the Church of 
Saints Cosmas and Damian in Rome. 
Jesus is depicted in a tunic like that 

worn by a Byzantine emperor.   
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The cross itself became a symbol of triumph.  One 
of the earliest examples is from a mid-fourth 
century sarcophagus now in the Vatican Museums 
but originally in the Catacomb of Domitila.  At the 
top of the cross is the chi-rho symbol, a 
monogram of chi (Χ) and rho (Ρ), the first two 
letters of Greek Khristos, Christ.  It is surrounded 
by a laurel wreath, a Roman symbol of victory, 
honour and peace. Doves also allude to peace.  An 
eagle, another Roman victory symbol, flies 
overhead, watched by the sun and moon, 
indicating the cosmic significance of Christ’s 
death. 

 

The sixth-century apse mosaic in the 
Basilica of San Apollinare in Classe 
on the outskirts of Ravenna in Italy 
features a jewelled cross. There are 
examples in metalwork from the 
same period, including the jewelled 
reliquary cross sent to Rome by the 
Emperor Justin II (565-574) which is 
displayed in the Treasury Museum in 
St Peter’s Basilica. Unfortunately, I 
was not able to photograph it!  

The cross also featured on early medieval jewellery, 
such as this beautiful Anglo-Saxon pendant from the 
seventh century, the Wilton Cross, now in the British 
Museum.  The coin in the centre comes from the reign 
of Heraclius, the eastern emperor from 610-41. He 
recaptured Jerusalem from the Persians in 628 before 
losing it to the Arabs in 638.  The coin features a cross 
on a stepped base intended to represent the hill of 
Golgotha. It has been mounted upside down, 
presumably so the cross would have been more easily 
visible to the wearer. 
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The first representations of Christ dead on the cross 
may have arisen in the east around the eighth 
century in response to concern that some people 
were stressing his divinity at the expense of his 
humanity (in 451 the Council of Chalcedon 
proclaimed that he had both a divine nature and a 
human nature). Depicting the man Jesus with his 
eyes closed in death, as in an eighth-century icon 
preserved in St Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, 
was a poignant way of affirming the reality of his 
human experience of suffering. 
 
St Anselm of Canterbury (died 1109) interpreted 
Jesus’s death as the satisfaction made to God the 
Father for the sins of humanity. This became the 
dominant theological understanding of redemption for the next millennium: our 
salvation comes through the death of Jesus Christ.  Anselm also encouraged 
prayerful meditation on the crucifixion. This included imagining oneself present at 
the foot of the cross.  A prayer attributed to St Anselm confesses: “The cause of your 
death was my iniquity; my sins produced your wounds.”  It became common for 
devout Christians to pray before a crucifix.  In the depiction below, by the fifteenth-
century Sienese artist Santo di Pietro, Mary and John are role models who show us 
how to pray.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

National Gallery of Art in Washington DC,  

 
Anglo-Saxon reliquary cross, early 

11th century, now in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London. 
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During the late Middle Ages, Christian Europe was beset 
by numerous calamities: war, droughts, floods, poor 
harvests, and most terrible of all, the “Black Death”, the 
bubonic plague which swept through Europe in the 
middle of the fourteenth century.  Estimates of the 
number who perished vary, but it was a very substantial 
percentage of the population.  Less devastating but still 
serious outbreaks of infectious disease periodically 
recurred.   
 
It is surely no coincidence that artists in this period 
highlighted the suffering and death of Jesus, and the 
intense grief of his mother and disciples, in increasingly 
graphic ways.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Pietà, All Saints’ Church, 
Erfurt, Germany, c. 1390 

The Lamentation, c. 1480 
Benedictine Monastery of Sopetrán, north 

east of Madrid. Now in the Cloisters 
Museum, New York. 

 

Chapel of the Crucifix, San 
Damiano, Assisi:  Crucifix 

sculptured in wood by Brother 
Innocent of Palermo in 1637. 
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Donald Logan comments in his History of the Church in the Middle Ages: 
Economic historians debate the impact of the Black Death in a clinical, almost 
detached way, but there can be no debating that the middle of the fourteenth 
century witnessed a phenomenon that caused pain, suffering and death to 
human beings, their numbers so large as to render numbering them almost 
impossible and their anguish so profound as to defy 
description.  It was nothing less than a human 
disaster on a horrific scale. 

 
In the Western Church, there was a trend to depicting the 
Trinity as a grieving God the Father holding a crucifix 
with the body of his Son; the Holy Spirit present in the 
form of a dove.  In most of these representations, the 
Father is an elderly king-like figure.  My favourite is 
Agnolo Gaddi’s Trinity, painted in about 1390, as Gaddi 
takes seriously Jesus’s statement in John’s Gospel: “He 
Who Has Seen Me Has Seen the Father” and shows the 
Father as the same age as the Son.  He is also not wearing a 
papal tiara, as in the example from the Legion of Honor 
Musuem, or any other kind of crown. 
 
   

 

 
Holy Trinity c. 1475, now in the 

Legion of Honor Museum in San 
Francisco 

Agnolo Gaddi, The Trinity, c. 1390, 
now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York 

In The Grief of God: Images of the Suffering 
Jesus in Late Medieval England, Ellen Ross 
says that: 

Jesus Christ’s agony and death reveals a God 
of boundless love seeking to heal the breach 
between humanity and God. The Passion of 
the Christ who is willing to suffer on 
humanity’s behalf offers a vivid narrative of 
divine mercy, a startling portrayal of God’s 
love for humanity.  To the medieval viewer 
and reader, the pathos of the First Person and 
the willingness of the Second Person of the 
Trinity to endure anguish, torture and death 
testify to the immensity of divine love for 
humankind . . .   (p. 5) 
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In the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius Loyola, the sixteenth-century founder of the 
Jesuits, the third of the four weeks of a spiritual retreat focusses on contemplation of 
the passion of Christ.   In 2009 I was able to undertake the Spiritual Exercises at St 
Beuno’s Jesuit Spirituality Centre in North Wales.  The Centre is on a steep hill 
overlooking the Vale of Clwyd.  In the distance is the town of St Asaph, home to 
Britain’s smallest Anglican cathedral.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
During the third week, I decided to walk down to the cathedral so that I could spend 
some time in prayer before the crucifix there.   It would have taken me about an hour to 
walk along the main road.  Instead, I decided to take one of the walking trails down into 
the valley.  It was very much “the road less travelled”, as you can see from the photograph 
below of—believe it or not—a bridge across a stream.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

St Beuno’s and the valley below the 
retreat centre 

 

Do you find it helpful to pray before a crucifix?  If so, which 
style do you prefer: Jesus triumphant on the cross, or suffering 

and dying? 
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I took a wrong turn, and after two and a half hours trudging through farmland, 
eventually reached the cathedral, hot and tired.  An elderly canon at the “welcome 
desk” offered to give me a tour of the cathedral.  I declined his kind offer.  I had 
been to the cathedral before and knew where I wanted to go: to the south transept 
and Michele Coxon’s “Naked Christ”.   
 
Coxon is an artist who became well 
known as an illustrator of books for 
children; books with titles like “The 
Cat Who Lost His Purr”.  In 2001 she 
contributed a rather different kind of 
artwork to an art festival in 
Shrewsbury Abbey, a crucifix made 
from animal bones and scraps of wood 
and metal.  “The Naked Christ” 
generated much controversy.  
Outraged letters to the local and 
national papers described the sculpture 
as tasteless, repulsive, disgusting, 
blasphemous and “like something dug 
up from a mass grave in Bosnia”.  
 
The elderly canon had more luck with 
a couple of American tourists.  As I 
tried to pray, I could hear his booming voice going around the small cathedral.  
Eventually he got to the south transept where he exploded in anger: “THAT 
SHOULDN’T BE HERE!  IT IS BLASPHEMOUS!!!  IT IS CERTAINLY NOT 
CHRIST.  HE ROSE AGAIN ON THE THIRD DAY.  HIS BODY DID NOT 
DECOMPOSE!!!” 
 
Someone other than the canon had thoughtfully left a leaflet which suggested 
another way of looking at “The Naked Christ”.  I still have the copy I picked up in 
2009, but I noticed the other day that it is available on the St Asaph Cathedral 
website: https://stasaph.churchinwales.org.uk/cathedral/visits/your-cathedral-visit/ 
 

 

https://stasaph.churchinwales.org.uk/cathedral/visits/your-cathedral-visit/
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The leaflet quotes the passage from Isaiah 53 which is part of our Scripture readings 
for Good Friday: 
 

He had no form or majesty that we should look at him,  
nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.  
He was despised and rejected by others;  
a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity;  
and as one from whom others hide their faces  
he was despised, and we held him of no account.  
 
Surely he has borne our infirmities  
and carried our diseases;  
yet we accounted him stricken,  
struck down by God, and afflicted.  
But he was wounded for our transgressions,  
crushed for our iniquities;  
upon him was the punishment that made us whole,  
and by his bruises we are healed . . .  

 
 
The leaflet then explains: 

Reading these passages from the Book of the prophet Isaiah, it is not hard to see 
why the early church interpreted them as referring to Jesus’ horrific death by 
crucifixion. Some of the language used may help us to approach the difficult and 
uncomfortable interpretation of the crucifixion in Michele Coxon’s “The Naked 
Christ”.  

The easiest response, of course, is to walk away in revulsion. Crucifixion was 
designed to be excruciatingly painful and humiliating. Victims were nailed up 
naked as objects of deterrence and disgust. Our natural response is to look away, 
which is why, historically, there have been so few realistic depictions of Jesus on 
the cross. Artists, or more particularly their patrons, wanted images that inspired 
devotion, and that meant they had to be “softened” enough to spend time with.   

Mary, and the others who watched Jesus die, had no option but to stay with the 
very real horror of the slow and agonising death of a dear son and friend. If staying 
there was unbearable, walking away was unthinkable.   
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We must avoid the temptation to get side-tracked by the obvious: Jesus’ body 
could not have decayed that much in three hours. We are not automatically 
expected to “read” the sculpture literally. We could, however, be challenged to 
think whether there were any limits to the human sin and decadence that 
Christians believe were put to death on the cross in and through Jesus, and 
whether this sculpture is exploring one way of representing that.  

The difficult, and most important, question that “The Naked Christ” asks of us is 
this: how long can we bear to stay in the presence of suffering, especially when we 
are helpless to do anything about it? Tsunami, earthquake, flood or bomb [Jo: we 
can now add the COVID-19 pandemic to the list]– we are faced with suffering 
almost every time we switch the television on or open a newspaper. The only 
power we seem to have is to switch it off. Faced with our own powerlessness to 
stop the world’s pain we begin to share something of the deep, agonised love that 
Mary, Jesus’ mother experienced as she watched her son die.  

Suffering – our own and others – is heartbreaking. We have two options when 
faced with it. The first is to allow the emotional scar tissue to harden, encasing us 
in brittle and fearful security, shutting the world out. The other option, the road 
less travelled, is to keep our hearts open, the wound exposed, so that it might fill 
instead with God’s own love and healing.   

Any sculpture or painting about the death of Jesus can only ever be a partial 
exploration of the complex layers of meaning and interpretation through which 
Christians view the story of the crucifixion. “The Naked Christ” makes no claims 
to say everything there is to say about it either, but it does ask difficult questions of 
us. We might have to learn to live with the discomfort of not having them easily 
answered. 

 

 

To finish the story of my frustrating afternoon when everything seemed to go wrong, the 
American tourists eventually left the cathedral, the canon went off to get his afternoon 
tea, and I was left alone in silence in front of the crucifix.  And then, for a second or two, 
although not prone to mystical experiences, I felt it hug me.   
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As we celebrate Easter, we reflect on the truth that bodily death is not the end of the story.  
Paul called Jesus the “first fruits from the dead”. The first fruit on a tree is the pledge and 
promise of many more pieces of fruit to come. Jesus risen from the dead is the pledge and 
promise that we will follow him through death, burial and resurrection to new life.  
 
Easter should fill us with courage and indeed joy as we reflect on its implications. On 
Good Friday we pondered on the steadfast fidelity of Jesus to his vocation and calling. He 
asserted that, “I was born for this; I came into the world for this; to bear witness to the 
truth”.  This fidelity cost him his life.  And it is important to remember that the Father 
could not have directly willed the crucifixion which was a crime. He willed that his Son 
would remain faithful to his vocation no matter how difficult it might be, and in the case 
of Jesus it was difficult indeed.  And we remember that the Father expects the same of 
each of us.  
 
So today, with joy in our hearts, we remember the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of 
Nazareth, God in human form. Mindful of the implications of the Christ event, we pray 
for the strength to follow his example of remaining faithful to our calling at this very 
testing time.  

   
 

  

Father Bob’s Homily for Holy 
Saturday/Easter Sunday 
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The Resurrection in Art 
Depicting the resurrection is an artistic 
challenge! Easiest to portray are the 
appearances of the risen Jesus reported 
in the Gospels. This fifth-century ivory 
plaque from Rome (a companion to the 
one on page 2) shows Jesus appearing to 
“Doubting Thomas” (John 20: 24-29).   

 

 

 

I prefer the sixth-century mosaic in the 
Basilica of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo in 
Ravenna as John’s Gospel does not say 
that Thomas took up Jesus’ invitation to 
put his finger in the wound in Jesus’ 
side.  Rather, Thomas exclaimed: “My 
Lord and my God!'"  

The largest tapestry in the Gallery of the 
Tapestries in the Vatican Museums is a 
sixteenth-century depiction of Jesus 
striding out of the tomb.  It is famous for 
the use of “shifting perspective”; as you 
walk past it, Jesus’ eyes seem to follow you.  
I cannot help but feel that he is saying, 
“Hallo, guys, I’m back!” 

 

In the Collection of Modern Art in the Vatican 
Museums you can find Pericle Fazzini’s 
Resurrection, a model for his much larger work 
commissioned for the Paul VI Audience Hall in 
1965. “I had the idea of depicting Christ as if He 
were rising again from the explosion of this large 
olive grove, peaceful site of His last prayers”, 
Fazzini commented. “Christ rises from this 
crater torn open by a nuclear bomb; an atrocious 
explosion, a vortex of violence and energy.” 
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Dame Julian of Norwich was born in 1342.  As a child, she survived the worst outbreak of 
the Black Death but in 1373 she was stricken during another plague epidemic. As she lay 
near death, she looked upon a crucifix, and in the midst of her own suffering, she saw a 
vision of the intense pain experienced by Jesus on the cross.  

She later wrote:  

just as I was thinking that his life was about 
to finish and that I must be shown his end, 
suddenly, while I gazed on the cross, his 
expression changed to cheerful joy!  The 
change in his blessed countenance changed 
mine too, and I was as glad and happy as 
could be.  Then our Lord put this thought 
into my mind. ‘What point is there in your 
pain and grief, now?’ And I was happy 
indeed.  I understood him to mean that we, 
through our own pains and passion, are now 
dying with him on his cross, and that as we 
deliberately abide on that same cross, helped 
by his grace, to the very end, suddenly his 
expression will change, and we shall be with 
him in heaven . . . all shall be brought to joy. 

 

Julian recovered from her illness and spent the rest of her life reflecting on the meaning of 
her visions.  Probably the most famous quotation from her writings is the Lord’s promise 
to her that “all shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well”.   
This seems too good to be true, and Julian herself was not satisfied.  She continually 
struggled to understand how she could reconcile the existence of evil and suffering in the 
world with her experience of God as a God of overwhelming love and mercy, just as much 
our mother as our father.   She eventually had to accept that it was a great mystery which 
we will not be able to understand until we reach heaven.  Even then, she received the 
insight that it would not become completely clear until Judgement Day when God would 
do a great deed that would make everything well.  She never received any enlightenment 
as to what that great deed would be.  

 

 
20th century stained glass window in St 
Julian’s Church in Norwich, England. 
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Julian was aware that our feelings constantly fluctuate.   In her own life an experience of peace 
and blessedness was usually followed by a sense of loneliness and depression.   She realized that 
she had to trust that God was with her whatever her emotional state.  She also recommended 
that people move through difficult times as cheerfully as possible.  Julian’s point was not that 
we should strive to suppress our pain or grief, but that we should not wallow in remorse over 
sin or dwell unduly on our problems, as that involves focusing on ourselves rather than God.   
There often comes a time in the healing process when it is important to let go of pain and 
welcome experiences of gladness and delight. 

Such experiences can be simple, humble ones, which can easily pass unnoticed.  I heard a very 
poignant, powerful example at the funeral service for the mother of Sr Ilsa Neicinieks RSM 
some years ago.  In her eulogy, Ilsa explained that in the dying days of the Second World War, 
her Latvian mother Antonia was alone in Germany, far from friends and family.  Her husband 
had died and she was homeless and heavily pregnant. It was bitterly cold, the ground covered 
with snow, and Antonia was on the verge of giving up and succumbing to the disaster which 
had befallen her. Then she saw a little crocus pushing its way through the snow, a sign that 
spring was on its way.  The beauty of this small flower gave Antonia the hope and courage to 
keep going.  She was able to give birth to Ilsa in April, just after Easter, and after five years in 
various refugee camps throughout Germany, move to Australia with her little daughter.    

In April 2013 I attended a conference at the 
University of Notre Dame in Indiana in the 
United States.  It was very cold, although to 
my disappointment there were only a few 
flakes of snow. However, I did see some 
spring crocuses (right), and thought of 
Antonia and Ilsa.  In Adelaide, my autumn 
crocuses (below) have survived the summer 
heat to bloom beautifully this year.   

   

 

When life is full of worry and troubles, and it is 
tempting to “give up”, what rekindles your hope, 
brings you comfort, and helps keep you going?  

Now is a good time to ponder these “Easter 
moments”. 
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There is a glorious version of the words of Julian of Norwich, put to music by Briege 
O’Hare, and sung by Marie Cox RSM.  I can’t supply the music, but the lyrics are below. 

 

 
All is Well (Julian of Norwich) 

 
When our life on earth is ended and the last day of the world, 
We shall all be gathered in the presence of our God. 
And in the things which now are hidden, 
Which we cannot understand, 
We will then see clearly God’s loving, guiding hand. 
 

Chorus: 
None of us will say, “If we had known these things, 
There need not have been the pain.” 
Instead there will be joy at the amazing love 
In everything ordained. And we’ll cry: 
“Lord, may you be blessed for all is well. 
Lord, may you be blessed for all is well. 
Lord, may you be blessed, for all is well.  All is well forever.” 
 
For in spite of all our pain and the sorrow we endure, 
God is truly with us and his love forever sure. 
It is his will that we should know 
We are always in his care – God holds us in such love, 
We never need despair. 
 

Repeat Chorus. 
“Lord, may you be blessed for all is well. 
Lord, may you be blessed for all is well. 
Lord, may you be blessed, for all is well.  All is well forever.” 
 

From the CD Woman’s Song of God, arranged by Briege O’Hare and Owen Smith, Hermitage 
Productions, 2001 

http://www.poorclares.org.au/pages/albums/Womans_Song_of_God 

 

 

Copyright note: All photographs were taken by Jo Laffin and can be reused with attribution.   

http://www.poorclares.org.au/pages/albums/Womans_Song_of_God

