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Good Friday ,April 10, 2020
 When I was a young girl in Catholic grade school in the mid-50’s, we all participated  as a class in the afternoon services on Good Friday. And while my memories from some 65 years ago might be a little fuzzy on this point, I do seem to remember that at the all-important hour of noon every Good Friday – predictably -- it would start to rain. And it would rain until 3:00 p.m. when, we were told, Jesus died. Now that I think about it, there  were probably good meteorological reasons for the rain that arrived on Good Friday every year. But as a child, I wanted to believe that the whole world was crying because Jesus had given his life for our sins, and we were collectively grieving that. All around the world, people wept for Jesus, and our tears – I believed -- became that Good Friday rain every year.

Back then, we had all learned a simple quid pro quo. The human race had sinned; we had thrown Paradise back in God’s face for the sake of one Granny Smith apple. And nothing short of the death of God’s own Son could set things straight again. Jesus had to die a horrible death because the scales of God’s justice needed to be balanced. And  on Good Friday, we were reminded of the part that our own personal sinfulness played in that.

It’s really too bad that that lesson burrowed itself so deeply into the spiritual bones of so many Christians (maybe even deeper in Roman Catholic bones …). Even today, on this Good Friday in the year 2020, if asked what Jesus came to do, too many contemporary Western Christians might automatically say something like, “Jesus took the punishment from God that I deserved. Jesus died for my sins.” In the world of theology, this is called Penal Substitution or sometimes Substitutionary Atonement Theory, because it emphasizes that Jesus was punished by God in our place. His sacrifice appeased the Father’s wrath towards us  (for that granny smith apple and all the transgressions that followed) and thus allowed us to be saved.
But this is a theory rooted in violence and  grounded in the perceived justice of retribution. It defies any notion we might have of a loving and forgiving God. And frankly, there just aren’t that many theologians around anymore who are teaching it in any serious way. 

So what are we to make of Good Friday? Well, no one can argue the fact that at the very least, Jesus came to show us the face of the ineffable God in the flesh-and-blood of human form. Jesus came to be the model of what it means to be in a relationship with God that’s so deep and so personal that we literally take on the character of God. Gazing on Jesus, we have hope that we can become the face of God, that we can become Love. 
It’s true that as a political prisoner who spoke truth to power, Jesus suffered greatly for that truth. Jesus lived in defiance of evil, and he paid with his life for that. So we do not dare read the Passion lightly, or gloss over the reality of the evil it represents.  But in its reading, we want to see beyond the suffering & death of Jesus to every passion that has ever been or will ever be. Jesus, in the passion of Muslims persecuted in India; Jesus, in the passion of displaced Syrian families, Jesus, in the passion of children separated from their parents at our southern border; and Jesus in the passion of every country and every human being in the world today as we suffer with a pandemic such as we have never seen in our lifetimes.

Jesus died not to atone for any guilt, but to love us into loving. On that cross, he showed us that in a passionate love for truth, there is no room for fear. God will be with us in our  passion, just as surely as God  was with Jesus in his. And God will give us  resurrection from whatever tomb or tombs we may find ourselves in, just as surely as he gave Jesus resurrection from his grave. Jesus died to assure us of that.  
I’d like to share a short poem by Mary Oliver; that might speak to Good Friday. 

(In my sleep I dreamed this poem)
Someone I loved once gave me
a box full of darkness.
It took me years to understand
that this, too, was a gift.

On that first Good Friday, Jesus gave us a box full of darkness. But we interpreted that darkness as guilt for our sins … a shameful  debt to Jesus for his death that we could never repay … reason for tears and rain on Good Friday. Today, let’s allow ourselves to have a new perspective on things. Let’s begin to see that box full of darkness as the place where God will always enter and be with us, just as God was with Jesus on the cross. 

As Mary Oliver says, it may have taken us years to understand, but the darkness of Good Friday is gift. Not gift of substitutionary atonement, but gift of Love. And in a few minutes, when we venerate the crosses we each have, let’s not cry this Good Friday. Instead, let’s touch or kiss or bow before that cross for the gift of Life and Love it has brought to us.       
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