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 Growing up, I was not much into sports, but I did enjoy playing table games.  In my family we 

would play card games like Rummy, and board games like Monopoly.  Later, in Manitoba my friends and 

I would indulge in wild Dutch Blitz parties, complete with shrieking and leaping onto the table to grab 

your card out of the hand of someone else.  It could be a little hazardous to your health, it was great fun. 

 And then there were dominoes.  In Hamilton Julie and I would often get together with a group 

of people on New Years eve, and from about 9:30 until 11:30 pm, when the refreshments were served, 

we would play dominoes.  My favorite thing to do with dominoes, though, is not the game.  It’s setting 

them on end in a long snake about an inch apart, then flicking the first one and watching the whole line 

topple down.  I suspect most of you have done that with dominoes.  Today there are domino 

competitions.  In 2013, a team of 12 people from Germany won the Guinness world record for the most 

dominoes in a spiral.  It took them a week to set up an elaborate spiral of nearly 275,000 dominoes.  You 

can go on Youtube and watch them fall…it’s quite breathtaking to see them fall down not just in a single 

line but fanning out like waves.   

 That winning group was called Sinners Domino Entertainment, and that name is apt, because 

falling dominoes are a good metaphor for human sin.  Last Tuesday marked a very tragic anniversary.  It 

was the 20
th

 anniversary of the start of the Rwandan genocide.  Rwanda is a tiny, poor country in the 

middle of Africa.  Most people in North America had never heard of it before extremists in the largest 

ethnic group, the Hutus, started killing the minority ethnic group, the Tutsis.  When the killing erupted 

on April 7, 1994, it was the latest stage of a long line of dominoes falling.  For many years, the minority 

Tutsis had ruled over the Hutus.  Then the Europeans moved in, first the Germans, then the Belgians.  

They colonized Rwanda, inflaming tensions between the two groups.  And by the time they left, the 

Tutsis held almost all the political and economic power, while the Hutus were mostly landless and poor.  

In 1962 the Hutus overthrew the Tutsis and instituted a Hutu republic.  In 1990 the Tutsis invaded from 

neighboring Uganda and started a civil war.  On April 6, 1994, the plane carrying the Hutu president was 

shot down.  The next day, the Hutus began a genocide of Tutsis, killing over 800,000 in 100 days, as the 

world stood by and watched.  Years later the refugee Tutsis, now in neighboring Congo, initiated a civil 

war in the Congo that still goes on.  One domino fell, then another, then another, and the string 

continues to topple to this day. 

 Today the church begins to celebrate Holy Week—the last week of Jesus’ earthly life--and this 

too will be a story of falling dominoes.  It is a story with a cast of many characters--Peter, Caiaphas, 

Pilate, Pilate’s wife, Judas, Barabbas, Pharisees, Sadducees, Roman soldiers, accusing women, sleepy 

disciples, mindless crowds, a naked young man, and, of course, Jesus.  It’s a sordid story of boasting and 

betrayal, loneliness and abandonment, a poisonous kiss and wrongful arrest, mocking, torture, violence 

with a sword, miscarriage of justice, panic, fear, suicide, conniving by religious leaders, vacillation by 

political leaders, and finally the murder of a blameless man.  The Holy Week story is a domino story.  

Almost no character in the drama is innocent.  One after another, like dominoes, they all fall down. 

 Except one.  There is one character in the story who inserts two hands into that cascade of 

falling dominoes and says, “Stop.”  And for his effort, his hands get crushed. 



 Occasionally there are people who also say “Stop” to cascading dominoes.  During WW 2, the 

Japanese built a railroad through the jungles and swamps of Thailand in SE Asia.  Their objective was to 

prepare for a possible invasion of India.  They built this railway line by using prisoners of war from over 

20 countries.  The conditions in the jungles were atrocious.  Temperatures each day soared to 120.  

There was a lack of water and food, no medicine, the prisoners suffered from exhaustion, disease, 

dehydration.  The guards were brutal…if anyone lagged in their work they were beaten or behead.  Over 

90,000 prisoners died building that railroad, an average of 393 deaths per mile of track.  Because of 

these conditions, the prisoners descended into a kind of wild animal existence, where they cared about 

nothing and no one, but only themselves.  Stealing and fighting was rampant.  Life was just about 

survival.   

 And then someone said “Stop.”  As they were working on the railroad one day, the guards did a 

count of the tools.   They discovered that one of the shovels was missing.  And the head guard became 

very angry and started shouting at the prisoners, “Who stole the shovel?”  He lined them up, but none 

of them would admit to stealing the shovel.  This made the guard even more furious, and he yelled, “I’m 

going to kill you all, I’m going to kill you all.”  And he took his rifle and went up to the first soldier in the 

line and was about to shoot him when a man further down the line stepped forward and said, “It was 

me”.  And the guard went over to him and beat him to death.   

 At the next tool count, they discovered there were no shovels missing.  It had been a miscount.  

And the prisoners were shocked.  This other prisoner had stepped forward, knowing full well he had not 

stolen the shovel.  He had done it to prevent the rest of them being killed.   

 Then others began saying “Stop.”  When the prisoners were sick and dying, instead of being 

abandoned, they were treated with compassion.  Groups of prisoners risked their lives by going into the 

jungle to scrounge up some food to give to the sick.  Stealing became rare.  One of the prisoners who 

became sick was a Scottish man by the name of Ernest Gordon.  He was put in the death house, where 

the sick we left to die.  Another prisoner, a British soldier named Dusty Miller, who Gordon did not 

know, came to him and said, “I would like to help you.”   Gordon replied, “Why, what is the point?  Look 

at all the death around you.  There’s no purpose to my living.”  Miller answered, “I don’t know, but I 

believe that we do have a purpose, that God cares about us, that God knows about every sparrow that 

falls, that your life matters.”  Each day Miller came and gave Gordon extra food, he cleaned and 

bandaged his ulcers, and Gordon started getting stronger.  He started having discussions about the 

Bible, becoming the camp chaplain.  Eventually he created a jungle university, had classes in history, 

science, foreign languages.   

 Then there were more “Stops.”  The prisoners started taking care of the sick Japanese guards, 

who were being ignored by the other healthy guards.  The healthy guards ordered them to stop, but 

they kept on.  And when the war was over, the prisoners did not take any revenge against their former 

captors.  They said they forgave them.  For a brief time, in that jungle, some of the dominoes stopped. 

 The final week of Jesus’ life begins so optimistically, with songs and waving branches and shouts 

of “Hosanna!”   But it is a week that will not end well.  As soon as the crowds disperse, the dominoes will 

start to fall, one by one, fanning out through the whole complex spiral, until they come to a crashing halt 

against one man, one man who holds out his hands and says, “Stop.”  In fact, the Holy Week story is 

really a kind of multi-part reenactment of the story of the fall of humanity in Adam and Eve.  Because 

the dominoes have been falling so fast, so violently, so long, those two hands get crushed, they get 

nailed.  But somehow, Jesus’ hands are able to stop the rampaging torrent of falling dominoes. 



 Which brings us to the cross.  What is the meaning of the cross, that dreadful place where the 

cascade of dominoes ends?  Often the cross is seen as something Jesus does for us, like paying a debt for 

our sin.  In this scenario, it is an angry or offended God who really should be knocking you and me down, 

but instead flips a domino called Jesus.   

 But there’s another way to understand the cross—a better way, I think.  The question is not 

what the cross does for us, but what the cross says about us.  The cross says not that God was angry 

with humanity, but that humanity is angry with God.  The cross says that humanity can’t handle love, 

and would rather crucify the one who embodies that love.  If you and I would look carefully and honestly 

at that cast of Holy Week characters, I’m quite sure we could identify with at least one and probably 

more of them, which means that we, along with all the rest, would topple like dominoes.   

 And Jesus will say, “Stop!  I will not continue the alienation, the revolt, the anger, the violence.  

The dominoes stop right here.   Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.”  And we 

see a ton of bricks fall on Jesus.  And in seeing Jesus taking the fall, we also see how God himself 

patiently, in suffering love, absorbs the combined, crushing force of the falling dominoes.  It’s also God 

on the cross, suffering that fall in the man Jesus. 

 Dustin Miller, the prisoner of war who nourished Ernest Gordon back to health and helped him 

find a purpose for living, did not survive the war.  Two weeks before it ended, one of the guards became 

so frustrated with Miller’s lack of hatred that he nailed Miller to a tree and stabbed him with a 

bayonette.  Miller not only said “Stop” by taking care of Gordon; his life also came to a stop.  But for 

Ernest Gordon , Dustin Miller’s “Stop”, in time, became a “Go.”  That’s because Gordon did survive the 

war, and when he got home it home, became a minister, eventually dean of the chapel at Princeton 

University. 

 This Holy Week can be a time for you and me to remember that, one man, Jesus, was able to say 

“Stop” to the long cascade of dominoes.  It can also be a time to remember that at the heart of the 

Chrisitan faith is the claim that, in Jesus’ costly act of saying “Stop”-- believe it or not--the momentum of 

evil was broken.  Maybe this week can also be a week to think where in our life, in the domino-chain of 

this world, we can find the strength to say “Stop.”   

 “Stop,” by the way, is not going to be the last word of this really quite depressing Holy Week 

drama.  It’s but the climax before the climax.  Because, with God, it’s only a matter of time until a “Stop” 

becomes a “Go.” 


