
Good Friday 2014 

 

Isaiah 52:13—53:12 

Psalm 22 

Hebrews 4:14-16; 5:7-9 

John 18:1—19:42 

 

This terrible, beautiful story 

Has already changed the world, 

And us within it. 

 

We have no life  

That is not arranged around this story, 

Whether we believe in it or not. 

It changed the course of history, 

It shaped our art and architecture and music, 

Saved countless lives, 

And destroyed so many others.  

This story has been adopted, corrupted, 

Coopted,  

Embraced and rejected. 

 

And it continues to unfold 

Into a world that still 

Has no idea what to make of it.  

 

The sign and symbol of the cross 

Has shaped our world 

In ways that are, literally, mundane. 

Human, ordinary, 

Worldly. 

We have used the cross  

As an excuse for conquest 

And a means of pacification. 

While claiming that this one death on the cross 

Was unique, and holy, 

And the work of God, 

We have turned it to our own ends, 

Just as the Romans did.  

We have built empires around it, 

As did they. 

We have made it a sign of our power, 

As did they. 

 

Death on the cross was horrifyingly ordinary 

In the time of Jesus, 
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As it had been in the Mediterranean world for centuries.  

All over the Roman world, 

As in the Persian world 

And the world of Carthage, 

Back through the centuries, 

And on through the ages, 

Hundreds upon thousands  

Were hung up and left to die. 

Countless mothers grieved 

At the foot of crosses. 

Numberless friends 

Hid in fear. 

So, at Passover time, 

In Jerusalem, 

The Romans nailed a young man to a cross – 

A charismatic, brilliant,  

Mystical and practical teacher and healer 

With many devoted friends 

And many more jealous adversaries. 

You could argue  

That there was nothing special  

About this cross,  

This day, 

This story. 

 

Except that it changed the world. 

 

We could talk about that 

Historically, theologically, 

In terms of social change, 

Or ethics, or politics.  

All those things are worthy. 

They help us make sense, 

Perhaps, 

Of what happened 

On a high hill, 

Long ago. 

 

Or we could look at the cross itself, 

Take in it shape, 

its meaning and power, 

and let it take us 

to a dark and mysterious place, 

where, instead of seeking understanding, 

we bow before the mystery, 

and tremble. 
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The temptation is great 

to avoid that place of awe 

by seeking understanding instead – 

by putting our minds to work 

on the unthinkable, 

lest our hearts be caught up in the unbearable, 

or our souls be stilled  

in the presence of the mystery.  

 

We have constructed an elaborate system of theories 

To avoid that mystery. 

How does Jesus save? 

What is the meaning of the cross? 

If you need logic, 

Or reason,  

There are many ways to go – 

Many theories of how the cross works, 

How the death of Jesus makes us free. 

All have their appeal, 

All have difficulties. 

They are essential; 

Because we are human, 

Made in the image and likeness 

Of an inquiring, creative, 

Sustaining God, 

It is in our nature 

To try to figure things out – 

Even the meaning of the cross. 

 

And then, 

There comes a time 

To stand still, 

And let the cross confront us, 

Engage us, 

Invite us into a place of wonder.  

 

The shape of the cross 

Is a sign of its power. 

Just as the sacred meal 

Takes place within a circle, 

So the redemption, salvation, 

Healing of the world 

Takes place at the crossing of heaven and earth. 

 

The cross divides and unites. 
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It cracks the world wide open 

And holds all things together.  

 

Jesus, in his dying, 

Takes the shape of the cross upon himself. 

Broken, he breaks the world open. 

Stretched up and down and side to side, 

He joins heaven to earth 

And gathers all things in his open arms. 

It is this act 

That has the power to change the world.  

 

It’s not about the rise and fall of empires, 

Or the sacrifice of one who is blameless, 

Or even about the forgiveness of sins, 

It’s about the clean slice through our human predicament, 

Opening up a new way to live in the world 

And a new way to live with God. 

Everything in our lives that is stuck, 

Frozen solid, unyielding, 

Everything in the world that is entrenched, 

Impossible,  

All of that is torn open, 

And the possibilities held in the beyond pour in. 

And at the same time, 

everything in our lives  

That threatens to fly apart,  

And leave us in the void, 

Rootless, groundless, utterly alone, 

All of that is held together.  

The cross is the center of the world, 

Dynamic and stable. 

 

The hours on the hillside 

Were not mystical or lovely – 

Or symbolic. 

This crucifixion, like all crucifixions, 

Was bloody and ugly  

And terrifying and hopeless and sad. 

 

But something else happened, 

Because Jesus gave himself to it, 

And let it happen. 

He took the shape of the cross upon himself, 

And let it become his. 

It was supposed to break him, 
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But he made it his own. 

 

It killed him, 

But in his dying,  

He changed the world.  

 

Jesus, at the moment of greatest shame, 

Greatest pain, 

Greatest despair, 

Let himself be love. 

He gave himself over completely to love, 

And so love entered the place 

Of shame and pain and despair. 

When love enters into fear and sadness, 

A stuck place becomes a dynamic place. 

Jesus brought love to fear, 

And everything changed. 

 

But there is more. 

 

Jesus, at the moment of greatest love, 

Greatest openness to the power of God, 

Let even that go, 

Let himself be completely, fully human, 

And despaired. 

Felt all the pain. 

Shrank at all the shame. 

Entered the place of darkness, 

And died. 

The death of love  

Shook the world 

To its core. 

 

Where do we go from here? 

Nowhere. 

Love died.  

A world without love yawns before us.  

The cross marks the place  

where love and death meet. 

 

If we are faithful,  

Then in this moment, 

We let that death be as bad as it is. 

We look at the shape of the cross, 

And bow before the mystery, 

Held in complete, unbearable, 
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Unending tension. 

Love, fear. 

Heaven, earth. 

Life, death. 

 

The world is already changed, 

And is not yet made new. 

 

The cross is a promise 

Of a freedom that is already ours, 

Before we are free. 

 

Jesus takes the shape of the cross 

And makes it his own. 

This moment happened in time, 

And it lasts forever.  

 

Jesus will wait, 

Here on the cross, 

Until we take that shape upon ourselves 

And make it our own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


