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Good Friday Noon Year A—March 21, 2008—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

The account of Jesus’ death that we hear each year on Good Friday fills me with apprehension.  I feel sadness, mixed with guilt and fear.  I do not feel the kind of grief I might feel if I were attending the funeral of someone I loved; but the grief that I know Jesus’ family and friends felt so many centuries ago still affects me.  I do not grieve as they did because Jesus is still very present in my life, as much today, as I remember his terrible death, as he will be three days from now when I rejoice at his glorious rising.  The emotion that moves me more on this occasion than any other time in the year is regret.  I regret that Jesus, who, in addition to many other things, was a good man, and who spent his last days as the victim of a cruel humiliation.  

Jesus did not deserve to be arrested.  His friends should not have betrayed him.  The authorities that brought him to trial should not have manipulated the justice system to achieve their own selfish ends.  The crowds of people that Jesus taught, fed and healed should not have asked Pilate for Barabbas instead.  I could bear these injustices more easily if I could convince myself that I would never involve myself in such betrayal.  But I know better.  Brutal beatings, false arrests, mocking and scourging happen every day.  Though I do not participate in these perversions directly, nor do I try very hard in the course of my daily life to stop them.  Thus the sadness mixed with guilt and fear:  guilt that I am just as selfish and weak as any character in this drama; fear that even with my best efforts I can never free myself entirely from the weight of this terrible, inhuman, sinful treatment of a good man, who happens also to be my Lord and Savior.

I am not alone in these feelings, of course.  From the time of the early church Christian people have tried to create a theological structure to make sense of what is, at its core, a frightening account of mob-induced violence.  One common interpretation of Jesus’ pain and death might be called the heroic approach.  Drawing from the Suffering Servant tradition recorded in the book of the prophet Isaiah, the heroic approach ties Jesus’ experience to that of a warrior, who offers his life to protect others.  The Suffering Servant carries the scars of battle.  Often he is despised both by the enemy and by the people he is defending.  His only consolation is the glory that will come with the final victory.  Just so, Jesus, our hero, bravely contends with the devil, offers his own life in the battle, and ultimately brings victory to his cause, despite the physical and emotional suffering his own people inflict on him.

For those who shy away from the militaristic tone of the heroic approach, there is an alternative that is equally ruthless in its own way.  We might call it the priestly approach, for it casts Jesus in the role of the high priest of the temple.  According to ancient law, the high priest sacrificed animals in the Temple to atone for the sins of the people and bring them back into right relation with God.  In the ultimate struggle between good and evil, however, there is no animal whose blood is pure enough to effect this atonement.  Jesus, the great high priest, must give up his own blood for this purpose.  The Letter to the Hebrews explains the transaction in the following way:  “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.  Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.”

The account of Jesus’ crucifixion in St. John’s gospel, which we hear every year on Good Friday, lends support to both approaches.  The evangelist John presents a supremely confident and serene Jesus.  He dutifully follows the path set out for him by God, his Father.  His physical submission to human authority underscores his spiritual submission to the divine plan.  Even in his worst suffering Jesus seems to be in transitory state between a broken, flawed existence in this mortal world and the perfect, complete and eternal existence in the world to come.  As a hero, he is willing to offer his own body to the enemy, fully confident that victory is at hand.  As a priest, he is willing to offer his own blood to reconcile to God all that believe in his power to save them.

These theological approaches are commendable in many ways.  They provide language to make spiritual sense of what otherwise would be senseless—a good man suffering betrayal, torture and death for no earthly reason.  They help us to find good in what otherwise would unbearable—people like us letting a good man be ground up in an unjust legal system, passively or actively condemning him to death for the crime of loving us and calling us into repentance.  These approaches explain Jesus’ choices, his actions, his motivations and his desires.  But they fail to address the same things in us.  We continue to find these explanations inadequate because, in spite of their persuasive power, we still must contend with our own feelings of sadness, guilt and fear when we take Jesus’ death to heart.

Throughout the centuries, artists—painters, sculptors, poets and composers—have helped us to explore this emotional turmoil through their creative work.  I encourage all of you to take some time today to visit the bulletin board just outside the Library, where you will find, thanks to Addison, a moving display of visual images inspired by the passion story.  In this season many of us also attend musical performances of the passion, especially J. S. Bach’s stunning settings of the St. John and the St. Matthew Passion.  

Bach had an extraordinary ability to set theological texts in such a way that perfectly balances God’s eternal truth with our human experience of God in our midst.  In both the St. Matthew Passion and the St. John Passion he interspersed musical settings of bible verses with chorales and arias based on contemporary religious poetry.  To supplement the biblical accounts of Jesus’ suffering and death Bach chose poetry that would invite his listener to probe in a more personal and intimate way the feelings Jesus may have had as he approached his death, and the feelings of his closest friends and family—those who abandoned him and those who stood by him.  

Taken together, two movements from the end of the St. John Passion encompass the range of feelings we might have today as we consider the undeserved death of this good man, Jesus, who has amazingly, ironically, confidently and painfully given his life for us.  The first text says:  “Dissolve, my heart, in floods of tears to honor the Highest!  Declare to earth and heaven the tragedy:  Your Jesus is dead!”*  The second text says:

Rest well, your holy bones, for which I shall no longer weep;

Rest well and bring me also to rest.

The grave, which was predestined for you and contains no further sorrow,

Opens heaven up for me and locks up Hell.*

There is sadness here, mixed with the guilt of our complicity in the world of sin that caused Jesus’ death, and the fear we always carry with us that even Jesus’ offering is not enough to cleanse and save us.  Yet, because we know that Jesus came back from the dead for us, and is always with us, we can thank Jesus for the consolation he gives us even from the grave.

When we take the time to examine these images, ponder this poetry and listen to the musical retellings of the Passion, we often find that artistic expressions of deep feeling helps us to reconcile the complex mixture of our own feelings:  sorrow and regret interposed with consolation and hope.   They show us a human Jesus, hanging broken on a cross, at once so staggering a symbol of human sin that we find ourselves in tears as we contemplate it, and at the same time oddly comforting.  Jesus, that good man, also provides a refuge for those of us with troubled consciences.  No suffering that we experience in our daily lives is worse than his suffering; and, amazingly, no sin we can commit, will keep him from loving us.

The great gift of Jesus’ death and rising is that we can address him from the other side of the tomb.  Even on Good Friday we can thank him for his guidance, protection and presence in our daily lives.  So let us pray to him in the words of a very old and very wise Good Friday prayer:  “Soul of Christ, sanctify me.  Body of Christ, save me.  Blood of Christ, fill me.  Water from the side of Christ, wash me.  Passion of Christ, strengthen me.  O good Jesus, hear me.  Within your wounds hide me.  Suffer me not to be separated from you.  From the malicious enemy defend me.  In the hour of my death call me.  And bid me come unto you, that with your saints I may praise you, for ever and ever.  Amen.”**

   *Translation Gregory G. Dolnikowksi

** From The New Book of Christian Prayers, ed. Tony Castle (New York:  Crossroad Publishing, 1987), p. 197.

