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Good Friday 
April 14, 2017 
St James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
It’s funny, the little things that bother you,  
even though you know they shouldn’t. 
For instance, there are three generally-beloved songs 
whose lyrics drive me nuts. 
 
The first is “I’ll be home for Christmas.” 
You know how it goes: 
“I’ll be home for Christmas, you can plan on me. 
Please have snow and mistletoe, and presents on the tree.” 
Presents ON the tree?  
Who puts presents on a Christmas tree?  
They go under the tree, not ON it!  
 
Then there’s Amazing Grace.  
I LOVE most of Amazing Grace. 
But there’s one line in the last verse: 
“When we’ve been here 10,000 years, bright shining as the sun, 
We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise than when we’ve first begun”.  
LESS days? LESS days?  
Any English teacher will tell you, 
that should be FEWER days.  
Less modifies degree, “fewer” modifies things that you can count. 
Like the number of days. 
This grates on me every time I sing it.  
 
And then there’s the third song, 
and it’s one we often sing this time of year, 
though we won’t be singing it today. 
In many ways it’s the most troublesome one of all. 
“Were you there when they crucified my Lord?”  
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What a silly question to ask in a song. 
Of COURSE I wasn’t there.  
How could I have been? 
That song was written at least 18 centuries after the fact. 
How could anyone who’s ever heard that song  
answer “yes” to something like that? 
 
And yet we sing that same song,  
ask that same question, 
year after year after year.  
 
A few years ago, I thought I found a way 
to make my peace with that song. 
It occurred to me that maybe 
the question wasn’t addressed to me. 
Maybe the question  
was addressed to God.  
 
God, were YOU there when they crucified my Lord? 
Were YOU there when they nailed him to the tree? 
Were YOU there when they laid him in the tomb? 
Now THAT’S a pretty good question, I thought, 
because Jesus himself seems to have been of the opinion 
that God was NOT there.  
 
Jesus didn’t say so in the story we heard today, 
which is John’s version of the crucifixion. 
But he said it in Matthew’s account that we heard on Palm Sunday.   
 “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 
 
Well all right then.  
That settles it. 
I wasn’t there.  
And God wasn’t there.  
So why do we keep singing that song? 
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But then, another possibility occurs to me.  
As Christians, we’re quite adept  
at suspending all the rules 
that otherwise govern the space-time continuum.  
We regularly enter into a kind of thin place 
in which time has no meaning, 
And the past is brought forth into the present 
And the present and the future become the past.  
It’s very mind-boggling when you think about it. 
And yet we do it week after week. 
We call it Holy Communion.  
 
So if we re-create Christ’s passion  
every time we celebrate the Eucharist 
Then the truth is, I WAS there - 
or rather, I AM there, I WILL BE there - 
When they crucify my Lord.  
 
And if that’s the case,  
then I need to find myself in this story.  
And I need to consider my own culpability.  
How would I behave 
if I were one… 
if I AM one … 
of the players in this story? 
Did I do the things that they did? 
Let me see... 
 
On Sunday, I already confessed to you 
that yelling out “Crucify him!” on Palm Sunday brings me to tears, 
because I know that hardly a day goes by 
that I don’t have to choose between Jesus and Barabbas, 
between what’s right and what’s expedient. 
And I know how often I go with Barabbas. 
So I’ve publicly owned my part in the crowd at Gabbatha. 
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But I would never do what Judas did, would I? 
Intentionally betray Jesus? Never! 
Not unless… 
Well, unless I really believed he WAS the Messiah  
that we’d all been waiting for… 
And that all he needed was a good strong push  
to get him to behave like a Messiah. 
 
Have I ever let my impatience with someone  
who is failing to live up to my expectations 
lead me to behave like Judas? 
Have I ever pushed too hard?  
It’s possible that I have. 
 
But surely I do not do what Peter did.  
Have I ever backed down from something I said I’d do 
because I began to fear the consequences?  
Well… maybe I better not judge Peter too harshly. 
What some call denial, others may simply call prudence.  
 
I CERTAINLY do not behave like Pilate! 
I would never, EVER sentence a person to be tortured and then killed.  
But, you know, Pilate didn’t really WANT to do that.  
He kept putting off making that decision. 
How many times have I delayed making a decision, 
or let others make my decision for me 
and then attempt to absolve myself of responsibility?  
 
 
If I had been a Roman soldier,  
would I have flogged Jesus?  
Mocked him? 
Nailed him to a cross?  
I don’t know.  
But good soldiers do what they’re told to do. 
They’re commended for it. Decorated for it.  
And oftentimes, innocent people die because of it.  
We call it collateral damage. 
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Could I have done what Mary did? 
Stand there at the foot of the cross  
and watch a son’s life drain away? 
Could I have been like the beloved disciple 
And risked my life to stand there with Mary? 
Maybe THIS is where we need to actually enter the Good Friday drama:  
Not betraying Jesus,  
not denying him,  
not killing him, 
but standing there  
at the foot of the cross  
with others who love him,  
and putting our arms around each other  
for comfort and strength. 
 
 
OK...so maybe we WERE there. 
We were there in all those roles. 
We ARE Judas.  
We ARE Peter. 
We ARE Pilate. 
We ARE Mary. 
We ARE the beloved disciple. 
We know we are ALL those characters in this story, 
because we can identify with every one of them. 
 
I think we can even identify with Jesus on Good Friday. 
None of us will ever be crucified, 
But every one of us here knows what pain is.  
We know what it’s like to feel abandoned and forsaken 
Even by those you thought you could count on.  
In that respect, even Jesus’s story is our own story this Good Friday.  
 
 
 
But there’s still one player in this story 
Whose role we haven’t yet addressed. 
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One player whose part in all this remains mysterious… 
Baffling…Even frightening to us.  
And that’s God. 
 
For just a minute, let us put ourselves in God’s place  
on that awful Friday. 
Somehow, people have gotten the idea 
 that we sent our son just for this. 
To die an agonizing death, 
just to appease our divine anger.  
That we have insisted that this is what must happen, 
that punishments must be enacted 
and debts must be paid in full. 
That this young man must be nailed to a cross and die 
just so the ledger can somehow be balanced. 
 
But since we’re God,  
we know that that’s not at all what this is about.  
We know that we’re not like that.  
We know that we’re not trapped by any primitive rules 
of honor and punishment.  
That is just some horrible misinterpretation  
that misguided theologians came up with 
and have been slandering us with ever since. 
We know that we’re free to love humankind 
without having to punish them 
or send some sacrificial lamb to die in their place.  
 
We know that our son Jesus  
simply embodies the love that we have for all creation.  
We know that when future generations of humans  
look upon Jesus hanging on the cross 
what they are really seeing  
is God’s love, 
which is boundless, 
and willing to endure to the bitter end. 
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So when God hears us singing that song 
“were you there when they crucified my Lord?” 
I think God may be looking at us and saying, 
“My child, of course I was there.  
I was the one hanging on the cross that day.” 
 
Amen. 


