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Sitting in the choir pew week by week, I am faced by the three stained glass windows which occupy the upper part of the wall that faces Priory Street.  I have often studied them and I have noticed one thing which I find quite striking – there is no picture showing the Crucifixion of our Lord.

In the Middle Ages, stained glass windows were put in churches as educational tools – not many people could read or write, so they taught by means of pictures.
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The only cross I can find in any of the windows is one held in the left hand of the Risen Christ in the Resurrection Window – the central one of the three.  The picture is printed on the right hand side of this column.  Christ holds the cross as if it were a pastoral staff.

I wonder how you teach the Christian faith without refer​ring to the suffering of Jesus on the cross at Calvary.  It may be that the absence of a cross reflects the attitude held in the second half of the 19th century by the Presbyterians who built the church.  Or maybe they were on to something different.  I will explain what I mean presently, but let’s take a look first at all three windows.
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The left one of the three is the Nativity Window.  It is a scene such as you might find in a 21st century Christmas card.  The baby lies in a manger – and it is a remarkably lifelike feeding trough for cattle [for that is what a “manger” was].  With him is his mother Mary kneeling in adoration, and behind her is a man who must be Joseph.  The only other figures in the window are two angels: one is in white, as you would expect, but the other is wearing green, and I do not know whether that has any significance.

In the middle is the Resurrection Window.  As befits the central teaching of the Christian Church – that Christ was raised from death – this window is larger than the other two.  I have not seen the Resurrection of Christ portrayed like this anywhere else.  The empty tomb in this picture has no verisimilitude about it at all.  There is no cave – and no stone rolled away from a cave’s mouth.  It is a tomb such as you might find in many an 18th century church in this country.  But there is no mistaking the message of the scene: the figures are gathered round a tomb which is patently empty – Mary the mother of Jesus, two other Mary’s and an angel.  According to the Gospel accounts, the Risen Christ was remarkably elusive, and revealed himself only to certain of the disciples as he felt that they were able to realise the truth of what had happened.  The Church teaches that at the Ascension the Risen Christ returned to his rightful place at the right hand of God the Father.  So in this window the Risen Christ is depicted “high and lifted up” – in a different plane of existence from mortal men and women – and his right hand is lifted in an act of benediction.
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And so I come to the third window.  This is the one which has intrigued me over the years.  The scene shows the judgement hall where the soldiers mocked Jesus with the purple robe and the crown of thorns, after he had been in front of Pilate for interrogation.

I said in the opening paragraph that there is no picture of the Crucifixion.  I had been going to say that there is no picture of the Passion, but that would have been wrong.  We can be quite sure that the events which took place under Pilate’s jurisdiction and on his premises were all part of the suffering of Jesus – part of his Passion.

I have called the third window the Judgement Window, and it ought to make us stop to think about the elements which make up the suffering of Christ.  We do hear even in our own time about examples of crucifixion, but it is no longer a statutory means of punishment in the societies of the West.

However, we do hear a great deal about trials and about miscarriages of justice.  We hear a good deal about the methods by which the rulers of this world manage to make the outcome of a situation suit their own purposes.  Just as the evangelist St. John says that the Jewish high priest Caiaphas declared that it was “expedient that one man die for the people”, so do some 21st century political leaders attempt to justify some of their actions and deci​sions.

The Judgement Window portrays the collision of the values and standards and methods of this world with those of the Kingdom of God.  In human terms, it was this world which conquered in that encounter – but from God’s perspective it was Christ who triumphed, as portrayed by the Resurrection Window.

In St. John’s Gospel account, there is no “agony in the Garden” scene.  St. John portrays the agony as taking place earlier [see John, Chapter 12].  At the end of that passage, our Lord declared, “Now is the hour of judgement of this world; now shall the prince of this world be driven out”.
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