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Holy Friday Vespers 2013 

I ended my homily at the liturgy of the Lord’s Passion this afternoon by saying that: 

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! 

And as we celebrate the burial of the Lord this evening, it is the issue of vindication that 

strikes me as the most poignant aspect of tonight’s service.  The awful event of the 

political crucifixion of Jesus as an insurrectionist is now over.  It’s terror, carefully and 

purposefully calculated by the Roman state apparatus, is receding.  What we are now 

left with is a dead body, a corpse waiting for burial.  Anyone who has stood in the 

presence of a body at a funeral, staring at a cold, lifeless bundle of flesh, knows the kind 

of questions that almost instinctively pulse through one’s mind: “Where are you now?” 

“How is this possible?”  “Could this death not somehow been avoided?”   “How can we 

justify God when confronted with the horror of a human life ending?”  We all know 

theoretically that human beings are mortal, limited, decaying, but the concreteness and 

seemingly senselessness of that reality, when it confronts us, continues to gnaw at 

something inside of us, no matter how we rationalize to ourselves death’s inevitability.  It 
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is even worse when the one who has died seems to have been especially good or 

innocent or somehow undeserving of the death undergone. 

This last problem was particularly troublesome to the ancient Jewish people.  They 

struggled to make sense of how God’s justice and the persecution and suffering of the 

“righteous”, of good and just people, could be held together.  How was it that God 

vindicated those who had remained faithful under persecution and had been ready to 

die as martyrs for faith in the God of Israel?  Jewish history had forced them to ask this 

question as empire after empire made the people of Israel into a political ragdoll, with 

attempts at times to violently wean the Jewish people away from their peculiar 

commitment to a singular God and their strange laws and ways of life. 

In response to this deep and troubling problem, the Jewish tradition answered the 

question of God’s vindication of the “just ones” in two different ways.  One way of 

answering it was to show that God’s vindication occurred, at least sometimes, before 

death.  In other words, God intervened to prevent martyrdom,  that salvation came at 

the last minute before death under persecution.  This way of thinking about things was 

embedded in the classic biblical story of Daniel in the lions’ den.  Daniel is depicted as a 

faithful Jew living among the deported leadership of his people in Babylon after the 

destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in the 6th century.  Having risen in the political 

ranks of the empire, Daniel makes political enemies who manipulate the King into 

having Daniel thrown into a den of lions from which there is no escape.  But God shuts 

the mouths of the lions, Daniel is rescued and restored to his former glory, while his 

enemies suffer the fate intended for him in the lions’ den.  It’s the proverbial tale of all’s 

well that ends well. God vindicates his righteous ones before it is too late.  There is just-
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before-death deliverance and at-the-last-minute salvation.  This is exactly what Jesus’ 

enemies mocked him with as he was dying on the cross.  “If you are God’s Son, save 

yourself, come down from the cross, and then we’ll know that God loves you and we’ll 

believe in you”, then we’ll know that God has vindicated you. 

There was, however, another tradition about the relationship between God and the 

sufferings of the just. The ancient Jews were not naïve about how life often works out, 

and so they had to reflect on situations of lethal and deadly persecution when God did 

not intervene, and good people died as martyrs.  Vindication by God in cases like that 

could only occur, if it was to occur at all, somehow after death.  In the book of Wisdom 

(3:1-4), written shortly before the time of Jesus, the author concludes rather 

mysteriously and hopefully that the “souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and 

no torment will ever touch them.  In the eyes of the foolish they seemed to have died, 

and their departure was thought to be a disaster, and their going from us to be their 

destruction; but they are at peace.  For though in the sight of others they were 

punished, their hope is full of immortality.”  

For the Jewish people their faith told them that this world belongs to and is ruled by a 

just and faithful God and so there somehow must be vindication of the righteous by 

God, but their experience also told them that the world belongs to and is ruled by an 

unjust and frequently cruel humanity.  How to hold these two realities together was, in 

effect, the ongoing Jewish religious problem, and so more and more they looked for 

God’s final justification, God’s making just the present world.  God’s Great Cosmic 

Cleanup became more and more fervently proclaimed and expected.  And when Jesus 

repeatedly told his disciples that he would be rejected and suffer and die in Jerusalem 
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and that he would be resurrected, he was expressing this hope and conviction that God 

actually would vindicate him.   

But now staring into the face of his cold, lifeless body, Jesus’ mother and the few other 

disciples and friends who had the courage to be present as his body was taken down  

from the cross and quickly prepared for burial before the Sabbath would begin, must 

certainly have pondered what possible vindication there could be for this “righteous 

man”.  The story of Daniel in the lions’ den would have given them no help; there had 

been no last-minute rescue by God.  And what would vindication after death mean?   

And so all that they could now do was to do what we all do when somebody dies- they 

honored the remains.  They wrapped the body in a fine linen, anointed it with spices, 

and placed it in a tomb.  And then they entered into silence, into the silence of Holy 

Saturday and they waited, pondering what had happened, remembering the face and 

the words of the man they loved, and maybe hoping against all hope that somehow, just 

somehow, God, and not those who had brought Jesus to this miserable end, would 

have the last word. 

 


