Seven Words From the Cross

Welcome & Introduction
“Every Good Friday, all around the world, in tiny chapels and soaring cathedrals, the disciples of Jesus Christ gather to watch with him from noon to three o’clock—the final three hours of his crucifixion when darkness covered the earth.  During the three-hour vigil, we listen again for seven utterances from the cross.


The words of a dying person are always significant but never more so than when that person is Jesus, Son of God.  The Seven Words have come to be invested with profound meaning for the church.  They can be saving words for us as individuals also.”

This service of Tenebrae, meaning “darkness” or “shadows” has been practiced by the church since the medieval times. Once a service for the monastic community, Tenebrae later became an important part of the worship of the common folk during Holy Week.  We join Christians of many generations throughout the world in observing this service of Tenebrae: a prolonged meditation on Christ’s final hours.  Darkness, reflective readings, and carefully chosen music help mediate the drama of this momentous day.  On behalf of Nutana Park Mennonite Church and the crucified Christ, welcome to this service of shadows.
Hymn:  “Go to dark Gethsemane”  #240 HWB
Sanctuary and Stage Lights Turned Off

First Word:  "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do." 
Luke 23:33-34:  When they came to the place that is called The Skull, there they crucified him, and the criminals, one on his right and one on his left.  And Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do."  And they cast lots to divide his garments.


Jesus was about to die, and he would die as he had lived…Jesus taught as he believed, lived as he taught, and died as he lived.  His life was one of seamless integrity.  When his hands were pinned excruciatingly to the wood and he cried, “Forgive them, Father!” Jesus was living out in his dying one of the hardest of own teachings:



Love your enemies and pray for those




who persecute you, so that you may be




children of your Father in heaven. (Matt 5:44-45)…



[A]s we marvel at this way of forgiveness, the enemy love of Jesus seems beyond the reach of ordinary mortals.  Yet, if Jesus’ mission is to be fulfilled, and if the world is to be any different because of him, this same spirit must find ways to penetrate our resistant lives.



The Orthodox churches have an ancient story about Good Friday that speaks of this need.  It tells of the blood of Jesus running down the cross and soaking into the ground, penetrating to the depths of the earth, until finally, it reaches the bones of Adam and Eve, healing them where they lie in shame.  When we allow Calvary’s forgiving stream to permeate all the way to the primal places of our failure, it heals even there.  It makes the difference in otherwise defeated lives.  Ordinary people, touched by the power of the Cross, can become extraordinary in their capacity to love and forgive.

In 1993 Christian de Cherge, Trappist prior of Tibhirine monastery in Algeria, expected Islamic radicals would one day arrive to martyr him and his fellow monks for refusal to leave the country.  He had come to love the Islamic people with whom he lived.  He prepared a testament and sent it to his family to be read in the event of his death:
Obviously, my death will justify the opinion of all those who dismissed me as naïve or idealistic:  “let him tell us what he thinks now.”  But such people should know that my death will satisfy my most burning curiosity.  At last, I will be able—if God pleases—to see the children of Islam as He sees them, illuminated in the glory of Christ, sharing in the gift of God’s Passion and of the Spirit, whose secret joy will always be to bring forth our common humanity amidst our differences…to you..my friend of the last moment, who will not know what you are doing.  Yes, for you too I wish this thank-you, this “A-Dieu,” whose image is in you also, that we may meet in heaven, like happy thieves, if it pleases God, our common Father.  Amen!  Insha Allah!

“Christian de Cherge is a martyr made possible by Christ’s death...That is why we are rightly drawn to the cross, why we rightly remember Jesus’ words, in the hope that we might be for the world the forgiveness made ours through the cross of Christ.”

Quartet Music:  “Crown of Roses”
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Second Word:  "Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise."
Luke 23:39-43:   One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, "Are you not the Christ?  Save yourself and us!"  But the other rebuked him, saying, "Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation?  And we indeed justly, for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong."  And he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom."  And he said to him, "Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise."



Because he died as he lived, Jesus did not die entirely alone.  His life had always been one of solidarity and identification with the least and lowest. This man who had begun life as a refugee, who had known poverty and hunger; labor and sorrow, had spent his time with the common people and those who lived on the margins.  We should not be surprised, then, that on the day of his dying, Jesus was once more in the company of those whom society had cast out…These men hanging on each side of Jesus were criminals.  They were thieves or rebels, condemned to this barbarous death because that is what the law required….The men who hung on the three crosses also turned them into very different instruments upon which to die.


One was a cross of rebellion.  The felon there wasted no time on introspection, spending his last hours hurling his anger onto everyone around, including Jesus.  Sadly, it blinded him to the hope right beside him and blocked entrance to what Jesus would have gladly given.



Anger can do the same in our lives.  It is corrosive and destructive. Our anger against life blocks the flow of grace with great lumps of resentment.  We need to pray that the noises in our heads—our resentments, angers, hurts, and hatreds—do not close our hearts to Christ’s mercy…


The second cross was one of repentance.  For the second man, something important and life-changing dawned.  This Jesus was indeed different.  Not only was he innocent of any crime, but there was more:  the Nazarene’s response, the forgiving cry that burst from his lips as the nails were hammered home, stirred a spirit of contrition in this other soul.  He cried, “Jesus, remember me.”



Here, in this crucified Messiah, we see the love that moves the sun and stars.  To be “with Jesus” means we are not “lost in the cosmos,”…How could we ever think we need to know more than this thief?  Like the thief we can live with the hope and confidence that the only remembering that matters is to be remembered by Jesus.

Hymn:  “Jesus, Remember Me”  (#247 HWB for quartet members)

Third Word:  "Woman, behold, your son!"   Then he said to the disciple, "Behold, your mother!"
John 19:26-27:  When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his mother, "Woman, behold, your son!"   Then he said to the disciple, "Behold, your mother!"   And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home.
     Standing below Jesus’ cross is the woman who gave him birth, who nursed him at her breast, who nurtured him in childhood and youth.  Now the sword promised by Simeon when her baby was presented at the Temple has come to pierce her heart…Now he is dying, and amazingly, even in this agony, the needs of others still touch Jesus more intensely than his own…Now from the cross, Jesus honors the firth commandment.  He must ensure his mother’s safekeeping too.
      We do not know Mary’s family circumstances at this time, but we know enough about the vulnerability of older women in those days to be fearful for her.  He looks at her and at the disciple who stands with her and makes arrangements for her care.  “There is your son…there is your mother.”… Here we see the beginning of something profoundly different for all followers of Jesus everywhere and in every age.  This poignant interchange on Good Friday is a marker for a revolution in our understanding of community.  Jesus entrusts the life and welfare of another to one of his followers, and he places upon that new relationship the value we reserve for our closest family unit.
      No longer will the obligation of mutual care depend upon blood relationship, but all will be welcomed as the one family of Christ.  No more will our first loyalty be to tribe or nation or clan.  “[W]hoever does the will of God” will be our mothers, our sisters, our brothers, our fathers…
      When we take too much pride in “family churches,” where neat, nuclear families dominate, we risk forgetting what Jesus did on Good Friday.  “Family churches,” for all their honoring of family life, may limit the much wider embrace of God’s grace…From his cross, Jesus created a community that was to become family to the widow, the orphan, the outcast, and the stranger.  Only when we have learned to offer welcome to the modern equivalent of people such as these do we come close to Christ’s intention.  It is not “family churches” but “church families” that the world needs.
      I wonder if anyone watching at Calvary that day guessed that a new community, with the widest embrace in all the world, was being born.  In this third word from the cross, we, as disciples of Jesus, are invited to accept a sacred trust.  If we accept, can anybody suffer hunger, homelessness, or need?  Would there be any lonely old people?  Could there be a single unwanted child?  If Jesus has made everyone kin to me, would that not make every war in history a civil war and every casualty a death in my family?  From the cross where he is nailed, Jesus nails us to each other.  In doing so, he is giving birth to a new community.

Special Music:  “The Word of Relationship”
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Fourth Word:  "Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani"
Matthew 27:45-46 (see also Mark 15:34 Matthew 27:46):   From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon.  And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?" that is, "my God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" 

These words from the cross, and the cross itself, mean that the Father is to be found when all traces of power, at least as we understand power, are absent, that the Spirit’s authoritative witness is most clearly revealed when all forms of human authority are lost; and that God’s power and authority is to be found exemplified in this captive under the sentence of death.  The silence of Jesus before Pilate can now be understood for what it was—namely, that Jesus refuses to accept the terms of how the world understands power and authority.  In truth we stand with Pilate.  We do not want to give up our understanding of God.  We do not want Jesus to be abandoned because we do not want to acknowledge that the one who abandons and is abandoned is God.  We seek to “explain” these words of dereliction, to save and protect God from making a fool out of being God, but our attempts to protect God reveal how frightening we find a God who refuses to save us by violence. 

God is most revealed when he seems to us the most hidden...Here God in Christ refuses to let our sin determine our relation to him.  God’s love for us means he can hate only that which alienates his creatures from the love manifest in our creation...[A]ny account of the cross that suggests God must somehow satisfy an abstract theory of justice by sacrificing his Son on our behalf is clearly wrong.  Indeed such accounts are dangerously wrong.  The Father’s sacrifice of the Son and Son’s willing sacrifice is God’s justice.  Just as there is no God who is not the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, so there is no god who must be satisfied that we might be spared.  We are the spared because God refuses to have us lost.
 

If we have learned anything at all about sin, it is that sin separates.  Jesus on the cross wrestles with the sinfulness of all the world; on the cross, he takes into himself all the weight of human wrong, all this world’s brokenness, its darkness, its shame. ...A darkness falls over the whole land.  Jesus has gone where we cannot follow.  All we can do is worship and wonder and wait while he does this work.  For us. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------
Fifth Word "I thirst."

John 29:28-29:  After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished he said (in order to fulfill the scriptures), “I am thirsty.”  A jar full of sour wine was standing there.  So they put a sponge full of the wine on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth.
Now this broken thing speaks:  “I am thirsty,” and his executioners grant a final mercy, a dampened sponge on a branch of hyssop, touched to his cracked lips.  If any should doubt the humanity of Jesus, here is proof of it.

When Jesus cries, “I am thirsty,” he binds himself to the hurting of every generation and the suffering of every century.  The cry of thirst is the first sound of a newborn baby and the first plea of every mother after childbirth.  Cries for water resound on every battlefield when the butchery is over.  A moistened cloth to the lips is the last ministry we can offer a dying loved one.  To thirst is to be one of us, and in the human life of Jesus, the God of all the universe knew thirst.

The work of the Son, the thirst of the Son through the Spirit, is nothing less than the Father’s thirst for us.  God desires us to desire God.  We were created to thirst for God (Psalm 42) in a “dry and weary land where there is no water” (Psalm 63).  Such a desire is as “physical “ or real as our thirst for water, our thirst for one another, and our desire for God.  Surely that is why our most determinative response to those who ask how we can ever come to worship this Jesus is to simply ask, “Do you not need to eat and drink?”  Our God, our thirsty God, is the One capable of saying to us:  “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink.  As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow rivers of living water’” (John 7:37-38).
Through the waters of baptism we have been made God’s body for the world.  We thirst for one another so that the world may know that the world has been redeemed and that this redemption is as real as the water we need to survive.  That redemption is found in the body and blood of our Lord that forever slakes our thirst.  So refreshed, we become for the world the reminder that God has not abandoned us, and we can, therefore, trust in his promise that just to the extent we take the time— in a world that believes it has no time—to care for those who thirst for God’s kingdom, the kingdom will be present.

Hymn in Dark:  Great is thy Faithfulness

-----------------------------------------------------------
Sixth Word:  "It is finished"
John 19:30:  When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished”

“It is finished” is not a death gurgle.  “It is finished” is not “I am done for.”  “It is finished” will not be, as we know from the tradition of the ordering of these words from the cross, the last words of Jesus.  “It is finished” is a cry of victory.  “It is finished is the triumphant cry that what I came to do has been done... “’It is finished.’  But it is not over.”

     God remains at work making us, his creatures, divine.   What is over is our vain attempts to be our own creators.  What has happened is our overwhelming...We are overwhelmed by God’s love through which we are able to see the beauty of God’s care for all that is.  Now it is possible for us to live at peace, to be God’s agent of reconciliation, in a violent world.  We are able so to live not because we have answers to all the world’s troubles, but because God has given us a way to live without answers.
     To so live does not mean we will be free of suffering, but it means that we can now live knowing it is through suffering that God’s kingdom is manifest...God has finished what only God could finish.  Christ’s sacrifice is a gift that exceeds every debt.  Our sins have been consumed, making possible lives that glow with the beauty of God’s Spirit.  What wonderful news:  “’It is finished.’  But it is not over.”  We are made witnesses so the world—a world with no time for a crucified God—may know we have all the time of God’s kingdom to live in peace with one another.

Hymn in Dark:  Where you there

------------------------------------------------
Seventh Word:   "Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!"
“[T]hese last words of Jesus before his death name his willingness to embrace the ice-cold silence of hell.  Accordingly these words, “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit,” are every bit as frightening as Jesus’ prior cry of abandonment.  Jesus is not comforting himself; he is gesturing to the Father that he is ready to face the final work that only Jesus can do.
Jesus began his time on the cross praying to his Father.  We should, therefore, not be surprised as his death draws near that he again prays as only the Son of God can pray...because of what Jesus has done on this cross, we will be able to die confidently praying:  “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”  Such a prayer can be prayed because we have witnesses like Christian de Cherge, who are for us bodily reminders that Christ has triumphed through the cross.  Such a prayer can be made because Christ’s promise to a thief is also his promise to us.  Such a prayer can be said because Mary said, “Here am I.”  Such a prayer can be made because we know that Jesus fully and willingly shared our existence, accepting even the judgement our sins required.

Because of Christ’s work on the cross, we too can let go.  We can leave the things that hurt, pierce, and suffocate our souls at the foot of the Cross.  We can put our faith in the one who has spoken these seven great words and invite him to re-create us, to reshape our lives through his passion.  Christ has changed the lives of so many...We can say..”Jesus, into your hands I commit my spirit,” and we will receive the promise of something new.  He will fashion us into a more true and more beautiful soul.

Special Music:  “Deep, Deep, Love”
----------------------------------------------------------------
Concluding words and turn out lights

Colossians 1:15-20

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 16for in* him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. 17He himself is before all things, and in* him all things hold together. 18He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. 19For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.
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