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Fifth Sunday of Lent Year C                           6th/7th April, 2019 
 

The Power and Message of the Cross 5: 
The Normandale Cross 

 
In the past four weeks I have presented to you four images of the cross or the crucified 
Lord which mean a great deal to me and have helped shape my faith and spirituality.   
 
The Cross of St Francis has great spiritual and 
sentimental value for me. During my first year in 
seminary, when I was twenty, I went with some 
friends to Assisi for the week’s holiday we had after 
Easter. I was very young and very idealistic and full 
of joy in my vocation to be a priest. I was awestruck 
by Assisi, a beautiful medieval town where the spirit 
of St Francis is still very much alive in spite of the 
throngs of tourists. I was sorely tempted to join the 
Franciscans; their radical way of life and St Francis’ 
total poverty were very attractive.  When I saw the 
crucifix before which Francis received his call from 
God it really inspired me and I found this lovely 
replica in a shop in the town and it has hung above 
my bed ever since. 
 
When I was rector of the seminary I had to teach a course 
on Christian Spirituality when one of my staff was away on 
sabbatical leave. It was then that I really discovered the 
Spanish mystics St Teresa of Avila and St John of the Cross.  
One Easter break I went to Spain in search of them, visiting 
the places they had lived and worked.  I attended a retreat at 
the monastery built by St John of the Cross just outside 
Segovia where his tomb is to be found. I felt very close to him 
and found his writings profound and deeply moving.  
His cross, roughly drawn during his imprisonment, and 
born of his sufferings has always inspired me both in terms of its subject 
and the artist. 
 
It was sometime after seeing the shocking pictures of the body of the 
refugee toddler Alan Kurdi washed up on a beach in Turkey that I read 
about the Lampedusa cross. Somehow it spoke to me of the suffering, 
struggle, waste of life and large-scale apathy and inaction of countries like ours for 
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these desperate human beings. The cross 
spoke both of the tragedy of these 
abandoned people, the simple 
goodheartedness of the people of 
Lampedusa and, by contrast, the 
shameful lack of concern by our 
government and others who could only 
see these suffering human beings as a 
nuisance and a threat to our comfortable 

way of life. 
 
The Le Court crucifix has strong sentimental value, conjuring 
images of the sacrifice of servicemen and women in time of 
war, the compassion and sacrifice of a great humanitarian, Leonard 
Cheshire, to help them and my own path of priestly ministry and the 
people and places I have been privileged to serve. 
 
Today’s crucifix also says much to me. When I first came to this parish, the first thing 
I noticed was the apparent absence of any crucifix in the sanctuary and I mentioned 
this to Fr Kevin. He the told me the story of 
how this issue had divided the parish and 
polarised opinion.  I was shocked and 
immediately struck by the tragic irony that the 
crucified Jesus who died on the cross to bring 
reconciliation, healing, peace and harmony 
should become the source of division among a 
community of Christians. The cross of Jesus 
had become a sign of contradiction. Rather like 
Brexit it seemed that no one solution would 
satisfy everyone but at some level a decision 
had been taken to have a freestanding crucifix 
made for the sanctuary to stand beside the altar 
and an artist had been commissioned to 
produce it. Charles Normandale is the 
proprietor of the forge at Warnford and is also 
an internationally celebrated artist in metal.  
The brief he was given was to create a crucifix 
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in a style fitting the contemporary ethos of the church and he was given images of the 
crozier of Pope Saint John Paul II as a guide. 
 
The crozier, also 
known as a pastoral 
staff or ferula and 
usually shaped as a 
cross or shepherd’s 
crook, is part of the 
official regalia of all 
bishops.  Pope John 
Paul’s had 
originally been 
designed by the 
Italian sculptor 
Lello Scorzelli 
(1921-1997) for 
Pope Paul VI in 
1963 and it was 
based on the cross of St John of the Cross. It shows an 

emaciated Jesus dying or dead on the cross. It is a stark and shocking image designed 
to convey the full horror and ugliness of the kind of death Jesus suffered for our 
salvation. 
 
Charles Normandale had never had a commission like 
this before and the figure he produced came from the 
soul after much reflection and speaks of his own 
interpretation of the meaning of the cross. Without 
detracting from the starkness of the original papal 
crozier, Normandale’s Christ somehow manages to 
convey to me both the horror of Jesus’ death and also 
the hope promised in his resurrection.  When I looked 
first at the figure I saw Jesus dying on the cross, a 
pathetic, dejected figure, his body sagging under its own 
weight as weakness and loss of blood took their 
inevitable toll.  
 
But the next time I saw the cross, some three weeks 
later, the same image told a different story. Now I saw a Christ coming back to life 
about to leap from the cross, legs poised to spring forward, head and arms raised in 
triumph like a runner on a victory lap. This spoke to me of the triumph of the cross, 
Jesus snatching victory from the jaws of defeat as a sign to us that hope springs eternal 
for all of us whatever our suffering because of Jesus’ death on the cross. The words 
which came to mind were St Pauls’: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory.  Death, where 
is your victory? Death, where is your sting?’ (1 Corinthians 15:54-55). 
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I have no doubt that this crucifix will not be loved or liked by all. I have no doubt it 
will divide opinion, but remember that whatever emotion it might arouse in you is your 
feeling and says something about what the crucified Christ means to you. If your 
feelings are strong and negative you should ask yourself what is it that you need from 
a crucifix that this one is not supplying? I don’t think an image of the crucified Jesus 
should ever make us feel comfortable. But however you feel about it, ask yourself what 
is it that I am feeling looking at this figure and why am I feeling it?  What does it say 
about who Jesus is for me and what He means for my own spirituality? Look deeply 
into your heart because your gut feelings will tell you something important about you 
and about who Jesus is for you, why He is important for you, how you encounter Him 
and what He says to you from the cross.  
 
One reaction to this crucifix from a friend was “he looks like someone from Belsen”. I 
think it was meant to be a negative comment but, in a way, he absolutely got the point. 
The German theologian Jurgen Moltmann, who had been ‘a prisoner of war behind 

barbed wire’ in the Second World War wrote in his book The Crucified 
God,  
Shattered and broken, the survivors of my generation were then returning from camps 
and hospitals…A theology [of the cross] which did not speak of God in the sight of 
the one who was abandoned and crucified would have had nothing to say to us. 
Moltmann also wrote: ‘The cross cannot be loved. Yet only the crucified 
Christ can bring the freedom which changes the world because it is no 
longer afraid of death.’ 

 
This series of talks has been designed to take us to the foot of the cross so that we can 
get in touch with who Jesus is for each of us at the most important and critical moment 
of His life. Seeing various images of our crucified Lord and how we respond 
emotionally to them can help us discover what Jesus really means for us. If we find we 
are moved emotionally positively or negatively by a particular representation of Jesus 
on the cross it shows how much He means to us and how deeply we have encountered 
Him and taken Him into our hearts. This experience is the starting point of faith and 
discipleship and reveals to us how passionate we really and deeply are about Jesus and 
who he is for us. This is a good thing, but we must remember that who Jesus is will be 
different and equally important for each one of us. We must learn to understand that 
others will feel differently and that we must be tolerant of how others feel and about 
who Jesus is for them; unless we can do this we will never understand the true power 
and message of the cross. 


