Father forgive, for they know not what they do
‘There is no power in this world which can prevent people who wish to do so from killing other people’  I wrote those words for a BBC ‘Thought for the Day’ on a Good Friday morning in Belfast.  Three young people had been murdered in a sectarian killing.  I was reminded of it by the reaction to the sending of letter bombs to Neil Lennon and others associated with Celtic Football Club.

People who would do such a thing are often called ‘mindless’.   Maybe so - for they have cruelly and irrationally put lives at risk.   But they are also the products of a society which includes all of us.  They choose to act out in violence the sectarian posturing at the Old Firm Derby; the sectarianism which still disfigures both Scotland and Northern Ireland.  And sectarianism is not just a phenomenon of the terraces.  Recent debate about the Act of Succession reminds us that this is an issue which runs right to the very heart of establishment itself.

When I say, ‘No power … can prevent’, you may think that I am succumbing to despair.  And why would I not?  I think of Afghanistan and the terrible suffering of the people of Libya - and so much more.  There comes a point at which we must know ourselves helpless - no matter how hard we try we cannot disentangle bad history, bad memory, bad action.

The Good Friday drama leads us to the lonely figure of Jesus hanging on the Cross.  The disciples - the failed actors in the drama - have fled.  Pilate has washed his hands.  The soldiers have had their sport.  All that is left are the women, including Jesus’ mother, quietly watching and waiting - catching the last words, ‘Father forgive, for they know not what they do.’

Not knowing is not the same as ‘mindless’.  Not knowing speaks of the inner and wilful blindness of those who choose to ignore consequences.    To them - and to us - Jesus says, ‘Father forgive …. ‘

