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Holy Friday 2013 

Today we celebrate in the Christian Church what we call in various traditions “Holy and 

Great Friday” or “Sorrowful Friday” or God’s Friday” or “Good Friday”, or now “the 

“passion” of the Lord.” It’s this last name, the “passion of the Lord” that I would like to 

use as a lens for helping us to enter into the meaning and significance of today’s liturgy.  

But before I do that, I need to be clear about one thing- if you have come to church 

today simply in order to have your life confirmed so that you can go on with it unaffected 

by what we are doing here, unaffected by the death and burial of the Lord, then I would 

suggest that you leave now.  The passion of the Lord is not something that we can, with 

any integrity, watch from a distance as if we were watching a television program.   

Today’s liturgy invites us to enter into what  that passion is about, what Jesus is about, 

and what God is about.  Holy and Great Friday calls us to walk with Jesus through 

betrayal, rejection, and death so that, contrary to all expectations, we actually might find 

God and might find the meaning of our own lives. I say “contrary to all expectations” 

because, quite simply, we are not used to thinking about finding either meaning or God 

in events such as we remember on Good Friday.  To one degree or another we all, 

whether we live our lives within the church or not so much, have probably bought into 

what one theologian has called the “normalcy of civilization”, and that “normalcy” is 

rooted in and built upon systems of domination in which the powerful and the wealthy 

run society, in which the use of military and economic power shapes the world in the 

interest of those who control things.  Political oppression, economic exploitation, and 
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often religious legitimation of the system have been, for as long as human beings can 

remember, part of what “normal civilization” looks like. 

Holy and Great Friday challenges this “normalcy of civilization” at its very foundation.  It 

offers us, no, it slaps us in the face with a different vision of life because it is rooted in a 

different vision of God.  Jesus’ passion, his suffering on the cross, which we remember 

today, is the expression of another kind of passion- his passion for the Kingdom of God, 

for what life would be like on earth if God were king, and  the rulers, domination systems 

and empires of this world were not.  It is a world that the Hebrew prophets dreamed 

about- one in which justice and equity were real, a world in which, as the prophet Micah 

wrote, “All people will sit under their own vine and under their own fig tree, and no one 

will make them afraid, for the LORD Almighty has spoken.” (4:4)   

For Jesus this vision of God’s Kingdom was not just a human political dream of some 

kind, it was God’s dream, a dream that Jesus knew could only be realized when human 

beings are grounded ever more deeply in the reality of God, whose heart is justice.  And 

it was this passion of Jesus for the Kingdom of God that shaped his teaching and his 

actions.  It was this passion of Jesus for the Kingdom of God that  finally brought him up 

to Jerusalem for a direct confrontation with the religio-political system that ran the gig.  It 

was this passion of Jesus for the Kingdom of God that led to what we call his “passion”, 

his suffering and death on a cross.  It was this passion of Jesus for the Kingdom of God 

that finally got him killed.  Holy and Great Friday is what happens when the Kingdom of 

God collides with the “normalcy of civilization”. 
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And we must not- we must not- walk away from Good Friday as if this day were only 

something that Jesus did for us, did on our behalf, and as if he hasn’t also called us to 

join him on his journey.  Three times in Mark’s gospel, as Jesus and his disciples are on 

their way up to Jerusalem, Jesus turns to his friends and tells them that the elders of the 

people, the chief priests and the scribes are going to reject him, that he will be killed, 

and that after three days he will be raised.  And three times his disciples refuse to 

accept this scenario either for Jesus or for themselves.  But Jesus won’t let them off the 

hook.  He pushes them and calls them to follow him into a place of radical personal and 

political change: “If any of you want to come the way I’m going”, he says, “you must say 

no to your own selves, pick up your cross and follow me.  Yes, if you want to save your 

life, you’ll lose it; but if you lose your life because of me and the good news you’ll save 

it.  What can you give in exchange for your own life?” 

Jesus invited his friends, his disciples, to follow him into the archetypal pattern of death 

and resurrection embedded in Good Friday and Easter.  All that the disciples could see, 

however, was today, the first part of the pattern- death- and they really wanted to have 

nothing to do with that, as we don’t.  And yet, it is only this pattern of death and 

resurrection that addresses the most fundamental human question- What is it that ails 

us?  At one point or another in our lives most people begin to feel the force of this 

question, begin to realize that something is really, really not right, and that the 

domination systems, the “normalcy of civilization” that we trust in, can’t make it right. 

What is it that ails us? Very compactly, two things- egoism and injustice, and the two go 

hand in hand.  As human beings, as animals endowed with the image of God which is 

cracked and broken but not destroyed, we then need two things to overcome the grip of 
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egoism and injustice in our lives.  We need personal transformation which produces a 

passion for compassion and love that can rescue out of our self-centeredness, our 

blindness, our lives of self-interest in which we  are prone to use everything and 

everybody around us for our own benefit.  And we need political transformation which 

produces a passion for justice in human relations because justice is the social form of 

compassion.  Love is the soul of justice, and justice is the body, the flesh, of love. 

But often we Christians have bifurcated and separated personal transformation from 

political transformation as if we can choose between personal acts of compassion and a 

thirst for social justice.  Jesus’ death on a cross will not allow us to do that.  We must 

remember that Jesus, although committed to a non-violent way of life, was executed for 

being an insurrectionist and was raised on a cross between two other insurrectionists.  

He did not die, for example, in old age or by jumping off a high building to illustrate that 

the path of transformation is simply through dying.  He died by crucifixion, a death 

reserved not just for any old criminal guilty of a capital crime, but reserved for enemies 

of the Roman social order, enemies of the Roman domination system.   

Following Jesus, taking up one’s own cross, living into this kind of pattern of death and 

resurrection that can bring about personal transformation, is always simultaneously a 

political act.  It is always a commitment to a God who claims the whole earth as a place 

where justice is to reign.  Jesus’ answer to the question of what ails us was his passion 

for the Kingdom of God.  It is never “kingdom” without God, and it is never “God” without 

kingdom.  It is always a deeply religious vision of life- all of life- under the lordship of 

God as known in Jesus. And the path to the Kingdom of God, Jesus told his disciples 
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and tells us this Good Friday, is always a journey into the pattern of death and 

resurrection and into a life lived towards compassion and justice and integrity. 

As Fr. Richard Rohr has so rightly put it, all great spirituality is about what we do with 

our pain, with our wounds that we inevitably get in life.  We can obey commandments, 

believe doctrines and attend church services all our lives and still daily abort our souls if 

we run away from the archetypal pattern of loss and renewal, death and resurrection, 

which is lived out at every level of the cosmos.  There is only one species that thinks it 

can avoid this pattern- us human beings.  But God’s Friday slaps us in the face with this 

pattern and invites us to give ourselves over to it and to enter God’s hiding place.  The 

message of God’s Friday is that the place of the wound is the place of the greatest gift, 

and we can be saved by gazing upon the Wounded One, and loving there our own 

woundedness and everybody else’s.  God’s Friday means that our own wounds have a 

chance to become sacred wounds as we Christians worship a pathetically wounded 

man, a most unlikely, disappointing and unsatisfying image of God if what we are 

looking for is a winner’s script religion. 

Great and Holy Friday is the penultimate climax of Holy Week, a day that discloses how 

powerful the forces arrayed against the Kingdom of God really are and what the conflict 

between this Kingdom and the normalcy of civilization looks like. It is a day that calls us 

into the pattern of death and resurrection that we call the “paschal mystery”.  It a day 

when the righteous one, the just one, is condemned by the powers and authorities of 

this world, feels forsaken by God to whom he has been faithful, but who still trusts in 

God to vindicate him.  But that vindication must wait for another day! 


