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"NAILS"
In preparing for this service, the other ministers were quick to ask me to preach! Just how
this came about I'm not sure! No only that, even gave me a theme: "nails". So here it is:
"nails."
It's curious to noet that none of the Gospel Passion accounts mention nails. They all simply
refer to Jesus being crucified. John however, mentions nails in his account of Jesus
appearance to Thomas where Thomas says: Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands,
and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe (n 20:25,
NRSV).
So it is thanks to John that we have an early tradition of Jesus being nailed to the cross.
Nailing a victim to a cross was a common practice in antiquity, although being bound was
also possible (see Hengel, 1981, The Cross and the Son of God, SCM: London, p 1160). It
seems it was common enough for the Gospel writers to assume this and not mention the
actual nailing. Nevertheless, over the centuries our Christian devotions has made much of
the nails and the nailing. Prayers, songs, poetry, paintings and even movies have focussed
on this. So much so that in the Anglican Tradition (and probably in the other traditions
represented here) any proposed church artwork depicting the resurrection (such as stained-
glass windows) must have the nail wounds visible. Theologically we Anglican say that that
the resurrection is empty without reference to crucifixion.
As an aside, by way of demonstration, a heel bone impaled by a nail was discovered in in
Jerusalem in 1968 in the ossuary of Yehohanan (the victim). This is a small but compelling
demonstration of the cruelty of Rome.
So what of nails?
Nails ae cold, hard, sharp pieces of iron used to fasten things in place. Could this be a
metaphor for how we sometimes treat people or even how we might treat God? Or putting
it another way, the crucifixion of Jesus in history reminds us that we in the present are still
capable of crucifying one another and attempting to kill God. The first is very real. The
second, though real, is ultimately made futile by the resurrection. (But that's another
s e r m o n .
Do w e b e h a v e like w e nails?
Are w e s o m e t i m e s cold to o n e a n o t h e r ?
Are we sometimes hardened to one another?
Do we sometimes pierce one another with sharp words?
Do we stubbornly fasten others down, attempting to rob them of their freedom?
The answer to all of these is "yes". It's so easy for us to become like nails. To be cold, hard,
sharp and stubborn.
Cold
I was told once in my early training as a pries,t to watch out for people with cold hearts. Not
because I should not care for them but because they could wear me down. These are the
people who sap the life out of you. No matter how heard you try to warm them, they
remain cold, taking you own warmth away. These are the people who never laugh, who
have forgotten generosity and are often bound up in their own pain. The danger is to
become like them, to be equally cold and to be drawn into a frozen world of lifelessness.
This is a form of slow-crucifixion.
Today we offer our coldness to God. We also remember that we too, can be cold towards
God.
So, in the midst of it all can we hear a hint of laughter? Can we sense a generous act; and
can we feel God's warming life flowing through our bodies? I hope so!
Hard
Everyone faces hardship, but not everyone must become hard because of it. It's so easy for
us to turn our difficulties into being difficult. The old adage rings true: "Difficult people are
people in difficulty." Have you faced hardship recently? How has it affected you? Have you
become so hard that you haven't allowed anyone to come near.
It's possible, you know, to wear our external hardened shell with pride: rejecting offers of
help, suggesting we can make it on our own; or even frowning upon those who we see as
"soft."
We must beware, because hardness of heart is always a real danger.
So, in the midst of it all can we sense our hearts melting? Can we sense our difficulties
being healed? Can we allow a simple act of kindness "soften" us? I hope so!
Sharp
Words that pierce the heart can sometimes be good for us. Words that make a valid
criticism, cause us to learn and redirect us to a better way. But then there are other words.
Words that make us cringe. Words!
But it's not all one way. We are all capable of giving as much as we've got. We've all done it.
We've all said things that were just a bit too pointed, or a bit too clever or a bit too smart.
Cruelty is never far away form the tip of the tongue! O how often we regret the sharp word!
So, in the midst of it all, can we learn to measure our words? Can we imagine what it might
be like to receive what we are about to say. Can we turn our sharp words into insightful
words? An we transform our words from wounds to wisdom? I hope so!
Stubborn
My 94 year old mother still reminds me that I was a stubborn little child. I, on the other
Nails are stubborn. They are designed that way. They pin things down and keep them in
place. Nails don't like opinions. In a sense pinning Jesus down is what his crucifers had tried
to do. Jesus has upset their neatly regulated understanding of God.
If Jesus was God, then God had become far too compassionate, far to daring, and far too
controversial! Better then to pin him down. Better to put Jesus in his place and so keep God
in his place as well!
Are we not in danger of doing the same thing? If not with God, then at least with each
other. Have we mocked the new idea, scorned the innovative, warned the daring and tried
to silence the controversial? How tempting it is for us to want to pin down and control
others. Curiously, we may even be tempted to try to control God; yet deep down we know
that that is ultimately futile.
So, in the midst of it all, can we lay our nails to one side and put our hammers down? Can
we let God be God and be brave enough to give up our controlling ways? And that goes for
others too. Maybe we can be brave enough to see ourselves removing the nails we've used
to control others. Maybe we can even hear ourselves saying: "Let my people go" (Ex 5:1,
NRSV).
And so, we come now to a time where you may place your "nails" on the cross. Please pray
as you write and offer your prayers. If you're not sure what to pray, I suggest you offer these
things: Coldness
Hardeness
Sharpness and
Stubborness.
Then ask for a way forward, for we travel from this dark day though the unknown of
tomorrow only to be surprised by joy.
The Lord be with you.
And also with you.
