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Until the summer after Kindergarten, I lived life in a safe and cozy Baptist cocoon.  A good deal 
of every Sunday was devoted to activities at Skycrest Baptist Church in Clearwater, FL, from 
Sunday School and Morning Worship through Training Union and Evening Worship.  
Wednesdays were for Sunbeams, a missions education program for pre-elementary children, 
latterly known as Mission Friends.  I also attended kindergarten at Skycrest and the only other 
churches I can remember attending were First Baptist Church of Herculaneum and New Bethel 
General Baptist Church outside Bald Knob, AR. 
 
Of course, all that changed when we moved to England.  English Baptist churches were very 
different from what I was used to.  For one thing, Sunday School was only for children and 
happened at the same time as Morning Worship, which was strictly for the grown-ups.  The 
building was stone, ancient and austere.  More radically, for my infant world view, I was 
attending regular chapel services at my local primary school, run by the Church of England.  
Things in that tradition were very different indeed from what I had previously thought of as the 
only way to do church. 
 
My ecumenical bent, I think, developed during those early years.  At its root is a simple curiosity 
about how Christians from other traditions do things.  I remain fascinated by those differences 
and, after an awkward early adolescent period when I felt that such differences were to be 
derided, I have been committed to finding how my own understanding of God and faith life can 
be enriched by the varieties of practice. 
 
That’s why, on certain Sundays, you’ll find me designing the worship service and basing my 
preaching on themes and events that are common in the broader Christian community but 
virtually unknown in our Baptist movement.  Together, we’ve explored the “Hail Mary,” Corpus 
Christi, and even the occasional saint’s feast day.  This morning, we are belatedly celebrating 
what many of our coreligionists observed yesterday in what is variously known as “The Raising 
Aloft of the Precious and Life-Giving Cross,” “The Exaltation of the Holy Cross,” “The Triumph 
of the Cross,” “The Feast of the Glorious Cross,” or simply “Holy Cross Day.”  There is a certain 
amount of irony in the lack of this tradition among Baptists because in my experience, if there is 
any group that celebrates the cross in preaching and song it is certainly Baptists, both north and 
south. 
 
The feast day itself, which is celebrated in all but a handful of denominations, is based in the 
Western Church on the date of the discovery in Jerusalem of the “True Cross” by St. Helena, 
mother of the Emperor Constantine, in A.D. 326.  Now that I’ve told you that, you are 
encouraged to forget it, the “discovery” being of such dubious archaeological value that it has 
long been dismissed as a piece of particularly ham-handed propaganda by those who wished to 
marry the Church to the Roman Empire.  Nevertheless, the focus of the feast on the significance 
of the cross for Christians and, indeed, for all creation is one well worth our consideration. 
 
Despite our long Baptist tradition of preaching and song on the cross, it is a subject that we find 
more difficult to deal with these days.  As Paul pointed out to the Corinthians, the cross is, to 
many, a scandal and that is as true today as it was in his time.  Then, of course, it was because 
the cross was an instrument of execution for criminals.  Imagine a religion trying to get started 
today in which a central part of its story was that the founder had met his end in the electric 
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chair.  Moreover, the cross had become more and more associated with the merciless rule of 
Rome as the Empire used the threat and reality of the cross to keep restive populations in line.  
Think of the slave rebellion led by Spartacus which ended with roadways lined with the dead and 
dying on thousands of crosses.  Now, the cross is often seen as the symbol of an oppressive and 
legalistic Christianity, which more and more of our neighbors flee each day.  Or it is connected 
with an image of God as one who demands violence from worshippers and even committed the 
dreadful violence of child abuse, sending the innocent Son to perish in the most horrible way 
imaginable for the sins of others.  Here at Good Shepherd Baptist Church, we are connected with 
what some see as this symbol of spiritual oppression in an inescapable manner.  Not only is our 
building topped with the traditional cross but occasional visitors to our sanctuary from the 
community have nicknamed us “the Church of the Looming Cross.”  If we want to be able to 
express our love for others out in our community, we must have positive ways of explaining our 
continued use of the cross as a symbol and its deep meaning in our faith. 
 
Of course, this begs the question, is the cross necessary to our expression of faith and if so why?  
In writing on the lectionary scriptures for Holy Cross Day, Paul Nuechterlein tells the story of 
trying to figure out how to hang projection equipment in the Lutheran church he serves as pastor.  
He called in an A/V salesman to help him solve the problem of avoiding shadows on the screen 
cast by the hanging cross.  “It seemed that everywhere we tried to place the projector and screen, 
the cross hung in the way. Finally, the sales rep said, "A lot of churches are just taking the cross 
out of the sanctuary anyway." And noting my reaction, "Does that offend you?"”  Baptist scholar 
Mark Heim reports on the words of a colleague at a conference on “Re-imagining” the church: “I 
don’t think we need a theory of atonement at all. I don’t think we need folks hanging on crosses 
and blood dripping and weird stuff . . .” 
 
It sounds a lot like the kind of talk the apostle Paul must have been hearing from those Christians 
in Corinth when he wrote, “…but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and 
foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power 
of God and the wisdom of God.”  For Paul, the cross was indeed necessary to understanding 
what God was trying to communicate with humanity in the Christ Event.  Nearly two millennia 
later, it still seems that way to many of us including Mark Heim who writes: “Belief that Christ’s 
death has fundamentally changed the world seems so integral to the grammar of faith that its 
absence amounts to a debilitating speech defect. A church that falls silent about the cross has a 
hole where the gospel ought to be.” 
 
In the next few minutes, I want to try to summarize for you some of Heim’s thinking on this 
subject as related in his articles for “The Christian Century” and in his later book, Saved From 
Sacrifice: A Theology of the Cross.  It’s a book that has made a tremendous impact on my own 
thinking about the cross and I hope the ideas will be of help to you all as well.  Heim bases his 
ideas on the widely admired work of French historian of religion and anthropologist René 
Girard, who traces the roots of much religious practice to a common scapegoat mechanism, the 
search for a way to deflect guilt and blame away from ourselves. 
 
In this scapegoating, humans under duress look for an individual or group upon which they can 
lay the blame for the troubles that surround them: drought, famine, disease, war, etc.  Think, for 
example, of the famous myth of Oedipus.  The city of Thebes is suffering an epidemic, 
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punishment from the gods for an unknown crime.  It is discovered that their king, Oedipus, who 
was thought to be a wandering warrior from a distant land, is actually the son of the previous 
king and has, all unknowing, killed his father and married his mother, transgressing two of 
humankind’s deepest laws.  In the oldest versions of the myth, he is killed and the epidemic ends 
as the gods are appeased.  This same scapegoating instinct has, over the centuries, plagued the 
Jews, the Gypsies and other groups of “outsiders” who have in some way “transgressed” 
community standards.  This has been enacted in America against immigrants, Blacks, 
homosexuals and others.  Those of you around my age may remember some lessons in school 
about this societal crime based on Shirley Jackson’s famous short story, “The Lottery,” in which 
a small town ensures a good harvest every year by drawing lots and stoning the loser as a 
sacrifice to their prosperity.  I would suggest that we have carried on a watered-down version of 
scapegoating in our devotion to sports in which representatives of the outside world invade the 
sanctified grounds of our playing fields and our representatives struggle for dominance over 
them.  If you think I’m joking, consider why the Seattle Police have officers disguised as Niner 
fans to protect the real “outsiders” from violence today. 
 
Girard has pointed out that the crucifixion of Jesus and some subsequent theories of the 
atonement he provided on the cross play into this scapegoating mechanism.  The wandering 
Galilean teacher, an outsider to the Judeans who are being oppressed by Rome, has led his 
followers in a number of transgressions: breaking the Sabbath, opposing the Temple leadership, 
blaspheming by claiming power to forgive sins, etc.  Since his activities are likely to bring down 
even more wrath from the Romans upon them, the leaders of the Temple decide to arrest Jesus 
and turn him over for execution.  “So the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the 
council, and said, “What are we to do? This man is performing many signs. If we let him go on 
like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy 
place and our nation.” But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, 
“You know nothing at all! You do not understand that it is better for you to have one man die for 
the people than to have the whole nation destroyed.””  Jesus is crucified as a scapegoat, offered 
to the powers that be as a sacrifice on behalf of Judaea. 
 
In searching for a more far-reaching meaning following his resurrection and the growth of his 
small band of followers into the Church, his death comes to be seen as on behalf of all 
humankind and creation.  The cross becomes the symbol of freedom from the ultimate effect of 
sin.  But to whom has the Son of God been sacrificed?  One early theory in the development of 
Christian doctrine said that Jesus’ suffering and death had been the price paid to Satan to redeem 
the rest of the creation, which fell under the control of the Evil One because of all of the sins 
committed.  A later idea, a variant of which is still the most common explanation of the cross 
today, holds that Satan is not worthy of such consideration by God and that instead it is God to 
whom the payment of sacrifice is made, with the death of Jesus substituting for the death due to 
all of us by reason of our sin and rebellion. 
 
Heim, as you may suspect, agrees with neither of these choices.  He suggests instead that Jesus, 
made into the ultimate scapegoat by human beings has managed through the power of God to 
break the cycle of scapegoating forever.  This is the work of Jesus which God has redeemed 
through the resurrection.  Literally raised up on the cross, Jesus is then exalted by God for his 
faithfulness in being willing to suffer to show humankind a new way to live in the world. 
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How is the cycle of scapegoating broken?  To begin with, let’s pick up on the central idea of 
substitutionary atonement and scapegoating itself, that Jesus died for us.  Since we affirm that 
Jesus is God’s best and most complete self-revelation to humankind, that Jesus is God, no greater 
sacrifice can be imagined.  Never again is there a need for a scapegoat to stand in our place and 
make payment for us.  Nor should there be any thought that it was our Loving Creator who was 
demanding the payment in the first place, contrary to the theory of Substitutionary Atonement.  
As the German theologian Jürgen Moltmann points out in his important book, The Crucified 
God, “Whatever the reason for the offering, it is made by God and what is offered is God’s own 
self.”  As Mark Heim writes, “Moltmann’s work makes the striking argument that the sacrifice 
of the cross is not a punishment to appease God’s justice, but God’s act of identification with 
humanity and the source of a new hope for the human future. The sacrifice is not directed to 
God: it takes place within God. There is no difference in will between the Father and the Son… 
in this way they enter into the depth of human loss most fully.” 
 
If God was not demanding the sacrifice, who was?  One could argue that the scapegoating and 
sacrificial system is one devised by humans in an attempt to appease God towards whom they 
feel guilt for their misdeeds.  Our Judeo-Christian stories of Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel 
could well lead to this conclusion.  Heim would add that we find the inspiration for this system 
from what Walter Wink called “the Powers;” not a personification of all evil such as we find in 
the character of Satan but rather those spiritual dynamics that both feed upon and encourage such 
human misdeeds as greed, violence, selfishness and so on, the “spirits” that are opposed to God 
and creation.  Heim writes, “Early Christian writers spoke of the crucifixion as basically a trick 
on Satan. The powers have been tricked. By drawing Christ into the usual sacrificial machinery, 
the powers have been revealed and broken, because all the traditional means of justifying and 
erasing the sacrificial violence won’t stick this time, and their hold will increasingly be broken.” 
 
Jesus also breaks the cycle of scapegoating by dying on the cross because he helps us in this act 
to learn to identify with the scapegoats.  Girard posited that “to avert one’s eyes from the sight of 
the real victims is a characteristic human act.”  But once we have adopted the story of Jesus as 
central to our lives, once we see Jesus as beloved friend, we can no longer turn away from other 
victims of scapegoating so easily.  Rather than glorying in being identified with the winners in 
the scapegoating game, our theme song becomes that old jazz standard made famous by Frank 
Sinatra and Vic Fontaine, “Here’s to the Losers.”  In fact, Heim points out, not only is the New 
Testament centered on Jesus, the “Beautiful Loser,” but the Old Testament has been preparing 
God’s people for this development all along.  “The revelatory quality of the New Testament on 
this point is thoroughly continuous with Hebrew scripture, in which an awareness and rejection 
of the sacrificial mechanism is already set forth. The averted sacrifice of Isaac; the prophets’ 
condemnation of scapegoating the widow, the weak or the foreigner; the story of Job; the 
Psalms’ obsession with the innocent victim of collective violence; the passion narratives’ 
transparent account of Jesus’s death; the confessions of a new community that grew up in 
solidarity around the risen crucified victim: all these follow a constant thread…  Jesus is the 
victim who will not stay sacrificed… and who forces us to confront the reality of scapegoating.” 
 
Finally, in the work of the cross, the cycle of scapegoating is broken as we accept the forgiveness 
offered by God in Christ and with it the realization that scapegoating is simply not necessary.  
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This opens for us the way of Shalom, of peace and wholeness.  Instead of seeing our neighbor as 
rival, in the age-old repetition of the story of Cain and Abel, instead of seeing them as a possible 
substitute for ourselves in the death lottery we imagine God has been running, we can see them 
as beloved brother or sister, as our fellow child of God.  Once we accept that we are forgiven, we 
too can forgive and live life in a whole new way that is both abundant and everlasting. 
 
So, how then shall we live in the necessary and sheltering shadow of the cross?  It has been some 
time since I directed our attention to one of my favorite passages of Scripture but here it is as one 
of the lectionary suggestions for Holy Cross Day: “Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus…”  What does it mean in terms of the end of scapegoating?  First, let us lay aside 
violence of all types, in thought, word and deed.  Let us seek always to have an attitude of love 
toward each other, speaking kindly to each other even in disagreement and standing as witnesses 
against violence, whether it is a punch or economic exploitation or bigotry or any soul-damaging 
activity of one person or group against another.  Let us be champions of those who have less 
power in our society than we do: the very old, the very young, the immigrant, persons of color, 
those whose gender is despised, those whose religion is not of the majority.  Now that we have 
seen how God through Christ Jesus has put an end to the power of scapegoating, let us be sure 
that we do not allow others to continue to invest in it.  It is the power of death rather than life and 
we must champion life.  Let us oppose the Powers: blind fear, greed, self-centeredness, empire, 
profit, all those emotions and drives in society that do not add to the dignity of humankind but 
trample the rights of individuals and drive whole populations to despair. 
 
My sisters and my brothers, let us celebrate the Feast of the Holy Cross.  The symbol of torture, 
of suffering and shame, is instead become the instrument through which our God is exalted, 
through which God’s love for us is revealed and enacted.  As we lift high the cross in our song 
and in our way of life, let us prepare ourselves to live in a way that shows the meaning of Jesus’ 
sacrifice to the world.  Let us go out to tell our neighbors, by word and by deed, that they need 
no longer be afraid that God or life or the universe is set against them but instead that joy and 
love await them thanks to the world-changing life and death and life of Jesus.  Thanks be to God. 


