Good Friday Liturgy – April 22, 2011 – 6:00 p.m. – RCL Year A

The Church of the Holy Trinity, Rittenhouse Square – The Rev. Diana Carroll

The Light Will Return
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?*

and are so far from my cry and from the words of my distress?

O my God, I cry in the daytime, but you do not answer;*

by night as well, but I find no rest.

If, as is often said, the psalms were the songbook of the ancient Hebrews, then Psalm 22 is definitely the ancient Hebrew version of the blues.  Like the blues, it gives voice to deep suffering: the suffering of a people and of individuals, suffering marked by isolation and humiliation, by a sense of being abandoned, even by God.
Psalm 22 has been woven through our Holy Week services like a thread.  It appeared on Wednesday at the Tenebrae service, said quietly by the congregation in near-total darkness.  It was sung by the choir at yesterday’s Maundy Thursday service, as the sanctuary was being stripped and the altar laid bare.  It was the psalm appointed for Morning Prayer this morning, said simply by four of us around the Altar of Repose in the back of the church.  And here at this service, we recited it yet again, as we prepared ourselves for the unfolding of the passion narrative.
The refrain of these three days has been, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” – the same words that Matthew and Luke tell us Jesus cried out from the cross.

Around this time of year, I frequently find myself making the same statement over and over again: that we cannot go directly from Palm Sunday to Easter Day and skip over everything in between.  We have to go through Good Friday in order to reach Easter.  We cannot truly grasp the significance of Christ’s resurrection, the joy and the celebration, if we have not also walked with him the way of the cross and confronted the shame and horror of his death.  You know this truth already, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.

But it is worth remembering that the reverse is also true.  We could not possibly face the devastation of Good Friday without knowing that it is not the end of the story.  As Johns tells it, Jesus’ final words on the cross were, “It is finished.”  And yet, in one sense, it was not finished.  It is still not finished.  Death and destruction do not have the final word, on this day or on any other.
Even though it is Good Friday, we carry the resurrection in our hearts.  We don’t have to brainwash ourselves every year or pretend we don’t know what comes next.  As Isaiah says, “Out of his anguish he shall see light.”  And the author of the Letter to the Hebrews speaks of holding fast “to the confession of our hope.”

Hope, not despair.  We as Christians do not despair on this day.  We mourn, yes.  We grieve, yes.  We weep for the brokenness of the world, yes…and for our own brokenness, as well.  We are shocked and alarmed and pained to think that this sacrifice, this self-offering of our incarnate God, this torture and even this death was somehow necessary in order to put things right.  But we do not despair.

Even Psalm 22 ends with praise, with victory and vindication.
I mentioned earlier the Tenebrae service on Wednesday.  Before coming to Holy Trinity, I had never really experienced Tenebrae.  For those of you who are not familiar with it, the word “Tenebrae” means “darkness,” and the service follows a pattern of descending slowly into the dark.  A row of candles is placed at the front, and as the service proceeds, they are extinguished one by one.
When only one candle remains, it is taken away and hidden, and the rest of the lights in the church are turned off.  That is when Psalm 22 is said, almost whispered in the darkness.  Then a loud noise is made to symbolize the stone being rolled away from the tomb, and the lit candle is returned to its place.
This year, I was the one who took the last candle and carried it out into the hallway.  There, I found myself standing somewhat awkwardly in the dark with the usher who had held the door open for me, waiting for my cue to reenter, reciting Psalm 22 with her by the light of that candle.  

That quiet, off-stage moment was unexpectedly moving for me.  There I was, holding onto the last bit of light, knowing that the rest of the community was still in darkness, but also knowing that the light would be returning very soon.  That is exactly what Good Friday is like.  We are in darkness today, but we know that the light is about to return.

At the Easter Vigil service tomorrow night, we will reverse the pattern of Tenebrae.  The Easter Vigil begins in darkness, but it ends in a blaze of light.  That is where we are going.  Knowing this is what gives us the courage to face the darkness of this hour, as the broken body of Jesus is placed into the grave; as we are reminded of every loss and death we have ever known, and of our own deaths as well.  We can face this, because God in Christ has gone that way before us.

Psalm 22 ends with these words:
They shall come and make known to a people yet unborn*

the saving deeds that [God] has done.
We are that “people yet unborn” of whom the psalmist speaks.  The saving deeds that God has done in the life, death and resurrection of Christ have been made known to us.  And so, even at this hour, we may rejoice.  Amen.
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