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Holy Friday 2011 

“Jesus Christ, Superstar, Who are you? What have you sacrificed?” 

The 60s musical, whatever its failings, put the question very well indeed.  And it’s a 

question that has reverberated through the ages and echoes in our own souls.  Why are 

we here today/tonight? What difference does the death of Jesus of Nazareth make for 

my life? What difference does it make for the life of the world?  The formulaic response 

is, of course, that Christ has “died for our sins”, or as the Creed puts it in a rather open 

and undefined way, “For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered, 

died, and was buried.”  But what does this mean, “He died for our sins” or He was 

crucified “for our sake”?  What does it mean? 

If someone were to walk up to you on the street and ask you that question, what would 

you say? Frequently, we sidestep the question even with ourselves or are contented for 

a time with the conventional responses, which we are often afraid to look at too closely 

because we’re not so sure we’ll actually believe what we find.   

We can fairly easily get the main storyline of Jesus’ passion and death- He goes up to 

Jerusalem, gets in the face of the religious establishment in various ways, cleanses the 

Temple, is betrayed by one of his close followers, goes through a religious trial in which 

He is accused of blasphemy, then goes through a second trial, a political trail which 

results in His crucifixion as a political criminal by the Roman military governor.   That’s 

the historical narrative, or the melody line of the music being played in this story.   
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And then there are the harmonies- theological harmonies- playing off the basic melody 

line, and these harmonies tell us that somehow YHWH, the God the Israel, was acting 

through the sufferings and death of this man in whom Israel’s sufferings were now being 

focused, and that this suffering of Jesus somehow carries redemptive significance.  But 

the question is, how? In a nutshell, the question that we all must face some time in our 

lives is this, “What, if anything, was God doing on Good Friday as this story reached its 

conclusion?”  We can certainly understand at least somewhat the relationship between 

Good Friday and Jesus the rabbi, and the religious establishment and the Roman 

governor, and the other characters in the story.  But “What does Good Friday have to do 

with God?”  It’s the answer to that question, it seems to me, which will determine what 

we make of this day, whether we can love and give our lives-really give our lives- to the 

God whom Jesus claimed to represent, and whether Good Friday can in any sense be 

experienced by us as truly good.  

Within the churches and over the centuries numerous answers have been given to this 

question, and many of those answers, it seems to me, have something true about them.  

Some of the answers, however, have been brutal and frightening.  I once heard a 

preacher say that “God hated us so much that He had to kill His Son so that He could 

find a way to love and forgive us once again.”  While this is a rather crude and bold-face 

and over-stated way of talking about the anger and wrath of God, I think that preacher 

said something that resonates with lots of people- they relate to God, at some deep 

level, as someone scary, as someone who is out to get them if they don’t behave in the 

right way, or if they don’t believe the right things, or if they are not obedient.   
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Good Friday becomes a day in which God beats up His Son so that He can find a way 

to receive us back while also maintaining His own honor and dignity.  But if God has to 

kill in order to love, how can we ever really trust Him?  That kind of God- loving one 

moment, vicious the next, kind and compassionate, only to become cruel and relentless 

in the blink of an eye- that kind of God is devastating,  psychologically crushing.  We 

can fear Him, but finally we can’t trust Him, and we certainly can’t love that kind of God.  

I think a secret deep in the hearts of many people, including many Christians, is that 

they don’t really love God.  They can’t, because the God they’ve been presented with 

and taught about, even behind the kind face of Jesus, can’t be loved.  That God is 

terrifying and traumatizing and finally unbearable.   

And yet there are other ways of understanding Good Friday.  The Christian tradition is 

theologically and psychologically rich and many-layered.  At the heart of the human 

experience, I would suggest, there stands one fundamental question, and Good Friday 

ultimately is God’s response to that question.  The question that we spend our lives 

asking is “Am I loved?”  Not just by another person, but by the One who has caused me 

to be, by the One who is both the origin of my existence and the goal towards which life 

propels me? 

Throughout our lives we are constantly looking for evidence of whether this is true or 

not.  In the gifts of life that we are given- children, money, a happy marriage, a good job- 

we look for assurances that we are indeed loved at some deep and profound level.  In 

the other stuff- pains, illnesses, failure in marriage, the death of those we love, poverty, 

innocent misfortunes- we often think that we can see signs that God has somehow 

turned away, that we are not loved. 
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Good Friday, friends, whatever else it may or may not be, is the sure and final sign that 

this is not the way life is, this is not the way  God operates.  What we see in the cross of 

Christ is another kind of God.  When we had turned away from Him out of fear or 

disdain or indifference, when we found ourselves simply unable to trust God, when we 

turned our backs on God and then when we looked at Him again we spat in His face- 

then God came for us, and He came not looking for vengeance or to get His pound of 

flesh from anyone, including His Son.   

This God came looking for us- right then, right at that spot- at the greatest place of 

need, the place of suffering and death, at the place where all the signs seemed to be 

giving a clear answer to the question of whether we are loved- and that answer seemed 

to be a definitive “NO!”,  “No, you are not loved!” Even Jesus feels and expresses this 

sense when He yelled out, “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”  Right 

there, at that time, in that place, God’s heart was broken open for Him and for us.  

The cross of Jesus means that we are loved by God at the deepest and the most 

profound level.  And that love is what propelled God to do His damndest- literally- and to 

come looking for us among the damned, in the hell that we had created for ourselves 

and in which we found ourselves in.  God’s forgiveness and love is unilateral.  God 

didn’t wait for us to get it together, for us to clean up, shape up, and smarten up.  The 

New Testament letter to Titus (3) puts it like this- “When the goodness and loving 

kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of the righteous things 

we had done, but because of his mercy.”  This is the heart of the Christian proclamation 

of Good Friday. 
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The last words of Jesus from the Cross as He dies in agony are words of profound faith 

and trust in a God whom He knows to be a Father who loves Him: “Father, into your 

hands, I commit my spirit.” And this is the God whose story we are being invited into 

during this Holy Week.  On the cross, it is not that Jesus is rescuing us from God, from 

God’s anger.  We don’t need to be rescued from God.  God is the one who rescues us 

in Christ from the power of death and sin and destruction and the hell that we prefer 

when we turn away from Him.  The cross of Christ is the message that God is looking 

for us, because He loves us.  And that’s a message of good news. 
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