2 April 2021, Good Friday reflection

Luke 23: 33-43; Mark 15: 33-37 

Ashdon 1pm

Today we will think about the cross and what it means for us. 

I will be basing my reflections on a book published this year by Sam Wells ‘A Cross in the Heart of God’, which I have found particularly helpful. 

There will be five pieces of music or hymns to give you space for reflection: the first and last have the words with them; those that end each reflection are simply the tunes, but you can follow the words in your hymn books should you wish to do so, or simply listen to the music. 

There will also be two readings, which Alan will read for us.

I suggest that you remain sitting throughout.

We start with a much-loved familiar hymn to set the scene:
· hymn: The Old Rugged Cross (399)

1.
Introduction: God with us
In St Matthew’s gospel, the angel told Joseph that the child to be born would be called ‘Emmanuel’, which means ‘God with us’ (Matthew 1: 23). And this theme is our focus today: that God is with us, and that in the cross we see the terrible cost of this, but also the proof that he is with us through everything, to the very end.

The very last words of St Matthew’s gospel are the promise of Jesus to be with his disciples (and hence also with us) to the end of the age’ (Matthew 28: 20). God promises his church that where two or three are gathered together, as we are now, he is with us, or among us (Matthew 18: 20). Jesus is criticised for the company he keeps, for eating with sinners. On the Emmaus road, the disciples ask Jesus to ‘stay with us’ (Luke 24: 29). There are other examples, but perhaps the most memorable is at the start of John’s gospel: ‘The word was with God’ (John 1: 1) and then ‘the Word was made flesh and dwelt with us’ or ‘lived among us’ (John 1: 14).
Such is the love of God for us, as demonstrated by Jesus, yet on the cross, we are not with Him. Jesus is left without or deserted by most of those he worked so hard to be with: the crowds, the authorities, even the disciples either desert or betray him. At the foot of the cross, we find only John and his mother. On the cross, Jesus experiences being without: in his suffering without comfort; even, as we shall see at one moment without God, and then without life itself.

These are all things that we too experience at some point. Often in our suffering, whether through illness or the hostility or simple indifference of others we feel without comfort. We too feel abandoned by God, perhaps just for a short while, perhaps for longer periods, perhaps often, perhaps just for shorter periods. The experience of living totally without God is what we call ‘sin’. And of course we all experience death and the loss of breath itself and of consciousness.
The cross, then, is when Jesus experiences the worst of our human condition. And we reflect now through the hymn ‘O sacred head, surrounded’ (389).
2.
The Penitent Thief

Luke 23: 33-43

Reading Luke: 33-43
Imagine that a king loved a poor maiden. This is the subject of many a fairy tale – I am sure some will come to mind when you go home. The king needs nothing and no one. Yet he falls in love. How can he win the love of this maiden? He could use his position and power but he knows that although she might be grateful for favours he bestows on her, this will not win her love. He will never know if she truly loves him: he becomes a benefactor at best, a tyrant at worst. 

Or perhaps he can raise her to his level, giving her wealth and letting her know that she won’t lose them if she rejects him. Of course there would be no guarantee, and even if she did love him, she might see only the wealth and value that more than him. How will he know?
Another plan is one beloved of fairy tales: he may pretend to be poor. Then if she loves him it will surely be as an equal, for the right reasons. Yet what happens when the disguise is removed?  Although they can both them enjoy the privileges of his position once it is reclaimed, the whole exercise is based on a lie. Will she ever really trust him?

Finally the answer comes: he must truly become poor. If he is then rejected, there will be no turning back.

This is of course a parable for God and his love for us, the human race. God did not need anything from us, yet he loved us and wanted us to share his life, to be with him. He could have wooed us with gifts, status, luxury – perhaps that is what the splendours of creation are – waterfalls, lakes, butterflies, sunsets and so much more. Yet these may evoke merely gratitude to a distant creator, perhaps wonder at his marvellous works.

He might have given us power to become gods ourselves – perhaps that is what happens when we discover so much, using our rains and science to create so much, good and bad – vaccines, as well as bombs. We become like gods and see no need of Him. Or perhaps he could have deceived us – pretended to become human like us, but retaining the power of God.
In the passage we just heard, the leaders taunt him, as he was also tempted in the wilderness to throw aside the sham and use his power to save himself. The people say the same, and even the first thief derides him with similar words.

Yet, it was not a sham. Whilst Jesus remains a king, he has totally and voluntarily given away his riches and power in order to become truly like us, hoping to win our love from a position of equality. So here we come to one of the most poignant passages of scripture, for now, at the moment of his greatest rejection, sacrifice and agony, someone perceives the truth and offers unconditional recognition and reciprocates his love. For the first time, someone – the second thief - looks at Jesus and recognises who he truly is and wants to be with him. And in return Jesus promises him ‘today you will be with me in paradise’. It is apparently the only moment in all four gospels when anyone simply calls our Lord by his name: ‘Jesus’. I found this hard to believe and haven’t checked it, but cannot think it is wrong. At last, the maiden has responded to the king, saying ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’ She truly wants to be with him, and he freely promises that she will be.
We listen now to the music of “Jesus, remember me…’

· hymn: Jesus, remember me (276)
3.
Abandoned even by God 
Mark 15: 33-37

We have thought about the way Jesus was abandoned by those he came to be with: the ordinary people and even his closest friends, betrayed by one, denied by another. Yet now we come to words that suggest that he felt abandoned also by God, the Father on whose love and constant presence he has depended throughout.  Sam Wells suggests in his book that ‘at the central moment in history, Jesus the incarnate Son of God has to choose between being with the father and being with us. And he chooses us. Moreover, God the Father has to choose between letting the Son be totally with us or keeping him safe. And he chooses to let the Son be with us. (pxxi)
In case this theology is too deep for us or too complicated, I see in this statement a more readily understood example, not in the book. 

Imagine the terrible situation where your child has fallen over a precipice or off a high place. You put out your hand to grasp theirs, but cannot pull the child to safety, and you too are pulled to the very edge. Behind and above you, someone holds your other hand. But there comes a moment when you cannot hold both. You must either let go of the hand of your child, or let go of the hand pulling you to safety. A terrible choice. How can you let your beloved child be alone at this moment of crisis, even if it means certain death for you both? 

Sam Wells suggests that in this moment on the cross, Jesus chose to hold onto us, so great was his desire to be with us and for us to be with him. And God, his Father, allowed this to happen. So Jesus experienced, alongside his physical suffering, the sense of being abandoned also by God. I have already suggested that this is something we too feel, either from time to time, or perhaps frequently.  Through his words on the cross, we know that Jesus can be with us and know how we feel even in this situation of being utterly alone.
So now we listen to the tune of a familiar hymn: ‘When I survey the wondrous cross’. You may like to follow the words, or simply let them wash over you.
· hymn: When I survey (549)

4.
Conclusion: our experience 

One of the things that people often say when asked to compose a tribute for a funeral is that ‘x was always there for me’.  I began, when I had read this to realise how often we might say this about someone. Alan had a birthday last week and two of his cards ‘to Dad’ contain this phrase: ‘A dad is always there for you’, and ‘thanks for being there’. Of course, not all dads are always there, and not all mums are either. As parents, we may be painfully aware of not having always been there for our children. Yet this sense of someone being there for us is, when we experience it, very precious. When I taught about responding to those experiencing loss (whether through bereavement or other reasons), the books speak about ‘the gift of presence’.  So as human beings we know from our own experience what a gift this is when someone is indeed ‘there for us’.
It is our belief that God is always ‘there for us’. That it is his great and overwhelming desire for us to be with him and that he might be with us. And the cross demonstrates the lengths to which God went to show us that. This was no pretend, no charade, but an ultimate and very painful risk. Risking everything in order to win our love for him and our wish to be with him. if this is the case, we cannot ignore the cross, or think about it only on one day in the year – on God Friday. How will we respond to this love we are shown in Jesus? 

space
We end now by listening to the words of the hymn ‘It is a thing most wonderful’, this time with the words. The last verse speaks of our desire to respond to God’s great love, asking for his help when our efforts are weak.  

After the hymn, we will conclude by saying the Lord’s Prayer and the Grace together before we leave.
· Hymn: It is a thing most wonderful (255)

· The Lord’s Prayer and ending
Amen
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