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War is Hell, but sometimes in the midst of that Hell people do things that 

Heaven itself must be proud of.  

 

That’s how the Presbyterian preacher Frederick Buechner begins a reflection on the crucifixion. 

He wrote it many years ago, so perhaps it’s an ill-timed observation today. The hell of the war 

in Ukraine is too vividly shared for us to imagine that there may be a glimpse of heaven there. 

 

And besides, it seems incongruous. Jesus was not at war. He promoted nonviolence to the end.  

 

The gospel accounts all agree on this point. They all tell us that when soldiers came to arrest 

Jesus, one of Jesus’ companions – John says it was none other than Simon Peter – pulls out a 

sword, strikes the slave of the high priest, cutting off his ear. And Jesus tells him to put the 

sword back in its sheath. In Matthew’s account of the arrest, Jesus says that those who live by 

the sword will perish by the sword. Jesus goes on to say that if he asked, God would send 12 

legions of angels to fight. No, Jesus had no interest in waging war.  

 

But for all that, I am haunted by Buechner’s observation: 

War is Hell, but sometimes in the midst of that Hell people do things that 

Heaven itself must be proud of. 

 

He goes on to describe what feels like something from one of those old movies I must have seen 

when I was a kid: 

A hand grenade is hurled into a group of men. One of the men throws himself on 

top of it, making his body a living shield. In the burst of wild fire he dies, and the 

others live … Very literally, one man takes death into his bowels, takes fire into 

his own sweet flesh, so that the others can take life – even those he hardly knew. i 

 

I’m reminded of another movie, not as old as those from my childhood. Saving Private Ryan 

came out about 20 years ago. I remember not wanting to see the movie when it came out; it was 

more a matter of feeling like I ought to see it. I was wary of how the film was said to vividly 

depict the violence of war. I didn’t want to see anything quite so vivid … just as the carnage and 

suffering of war in Ukraine would be overwhelming if I really saw the reality of it fully. 

 

And I suspect the same is true on Good Friday. I know something of the brutality, enough to 

know I don’t want to know more. Even if they’re the realities I probably should see this day, of 

all days, they’re not what I really want to see. On Good Friday, I worry that the blood and the 

gore might be overwhelming. 
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And yet blood and gore are facts of daily life – even now, as they were in Jesus’ day. Even in 

our worship. Methodist bishop and preacher William Willimon once described some of the 

gruesome facts of Temple worship of Jesus’ day: 

 ‘Build a temple,’ God said, ‘…  And take animals into the temple, very small 

animals like doves and great big animals like bulls, and slaughter them there. 

Take their blood and pour it over all the sides of the altar. This,’ God said, ‘is 

what I require of you.’  

Or go even farther back than that to the Passover, the great salvation event of the 

Old Testament! ‘To save yourselves from death, you must take a lamb,’ God said. 

‘Slaughter it and paint your doorposts and lintels with its blood.’ ii 

 

It’s not just old time religion. Willimon would remind us that although we don’t literally pour 

blood on our altars or paint it on our doorposts, that kind of imagery still is used in worship: 

Lord Jesus Christ, only son of the Father,  

Lord God, Lamb of God, 

you take away the sin of the world … 

He stretched out his arms upon the cross, and offered himself …  

a perfect sacrifice for the whole world. 

Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us;  

Therefore let us keep the feast. 

 

All that imagery of blood and gore this day brings me back to the movie Saving Private Ryan. 

The movie itself wasn’t really set during wartime. The movie opens and closes not in the midst 

of war in the 1940s, but in a cemetery that could be today. The very first scene in the movie 

shows Private Ryan, but as James Francis Ryan, private citizen. He’s a veteran of the war now. 

His family has brought him to visit the cemetery and memorial, in Normandy, France.   

 

In terms of the length of the film and in terms of the dramatic action of the film, gruesome 

scenes of war comprise the bulk of the Saving Private Ryan. But the bloody, gruesome war 

scenes are flashbacks, an older man’s memories of a few days of his young life behind enemy 

lines, memories of the men who died to save his life more than 50 years before.  

 

In that opening scene, the grown man had collapsed in tears, amidst tombstones marking the 

graves of those who gave their lives that he might live. Only at the end of the film, after all those 

memories, do we figure out where the tears spring from: they are tears of gratitude, yes; and 

they are tears of shame as well. 

 

“Am I a good man?” he asks. “Did I live a good life?” 

 

His wife and children and grandchildren all try to reassure him, to insist that he is a good man, 

that he has lived a good and decent life. But it’s clear that he is not entirely convinced.   
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It begins to dawn on us that he understands, in ways that his own family could not, that he did 

not return to his home and family an entirely free man. His life had been purchased with a 

price, the price of the blood of those who died for him, the price of their lives. And it was ever 

after incumbent on him to live a life worthy of what they gave up for him. And it was ever after 

incumbent on him to live, also, for them – as if, in some sense, they would have to live through 

him. If what they would have done with their lives was going to be done, he would have to do 

it. The debt could only be paid by living a life as brave and selfless as their deaths. 

 

And this, too, is true for the church on Good Friday. The fact of Jesus’ death is both a cause for 

gratitude and shame. On this day, we recall the gift of a life given for us. And we are confronted 

by the horrifying cost of that gift. 

Very literally, one man takes death into his bowels, takes fire into his own sweet 

flesh, so that the others can take life – even those he hardly knew.  

 

And we do well to ask if we are living lives worthy of the gift we have been given.   

 

For we are no longer free to do whatever we want. Our life has been purchased with a price, the 

price of Christ’s blood, the price of Christ’s life. And it is ever after incumbent on us to live a life 

worthy of him who died for us. It is ever after incumbent on us to live, also, for him – as if, he 

will have to live through us. We are obliged to live as bravely and selflessly as he died, 

retaining nothing as if by right or privilege but giving always of ourselves and all that we have 

for the sake of all those for whom he gave his life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Frederick Buechner, “The Rider,” in The Hungering Dark (HarperCollins Publishers, New York, NY, 1985), p. 107 (adapted). 
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