Gloria Carpeneto, Homily
Good Friday, April 18, 2025

A few years ago, I ran across a brief poem by Mary Oliver that spoke deeply to me about Good Friday. In 2023, I shared that poem in a Good Friday homily. And I’d like to share it again this evening. Here it is:
Someone I loved 
once gave me a box full of darkness.
It took me years to understand 
that this, too, was a gift.


Whenever we gather on Good Friday it’s like we too have been given a box full of darkness. Our good friend, our brother Jesus, has died a painful, humiliating death that’s been hard to witness. The voice of a prophet so full of hope has been silenced. A spirit so touched by God has been crushed. One day we are sitting with Jesus at table, and the next day he is snatched from us, his life ended in humiliation, betrayal and torture. We gather today because there’s a lot of darkness in our Good Friday box. How are we to understand darkness as gift?

I guess that’s a question each of us must wrestle with, as Mary Oliver wrestled with it. It may take us years to understand what gifts may lie hidden within the darkness of cancer, addiction, broken relationships, illness, death, or even the sad state our country and our world are in.  


But let’s be clear on what that darkness is not about. It’s not about a theology that was first articulated around 1095 when the great theologian of his day – St. Anselm – envisioned God as a feudal lord, using metaphorical terms that were contemporary for him. Therefore, the darkness we know today is not about the medieval practice of substitution as St. Anselm knew it in his day; God is not a medieval lord who forgives the transgressions of all his subjects through the sacrifice of one. Our sins don’t defile the honor of God; and Jesus’ death on the cross doesn’t save us from the wrath of an angry God who’s been offended by us. 

St. Anselm wrote a book in the Middle Ages entitled Cur Deus Homo, roughly translated as Why God Became Man. That book reflected the thinking of Anselm’s times, and it has influenced Christian theology ever since. But I think it’s safe to say that we’ve evolved beyond that medieval view of the world and therefore of God.  We’re about 950 years out from Anselm. And while there are still plenty of preachers talking about an angry God who demands atonement for our sins, I think we know a different God. I hope by now we all know a God who is, by definition, Prodigal Love, and in whose eyes nothing is more important than our simply Be-ing, Love manifest in the world. 


So yes, Good Friday hands us a box full of darkness in the passion and death of 
understand it? If Jesus didn’t die to save me, if God did not demand Jesus’s sacrifice on my behalf, then what is Good Friday all about? 


Let’s listen to Mary Oliver’s words one more time, maybe even more thoughtfully than when we heard them a few minutes ago. 

Someone I loved 
once gave me a box full of darkness.
It took me years to understand 
that this, too, was a gift.

Let’s ask ourselves what we believe about Good Friday. Let’s ask ourselves if we can think about love on the cross instead of atonement. And let’s allow these questions to settle into our hearts this evening and hopefully for days and weeks to come. If Jesus didn’t die for my salvation, then what is the gift Mary Oliver discovered in her box full of darkness? 
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