Good Friday Sermon
Text: Jn. 19:17-18

“There they crucified him.” For most of us today, those word have lost their power to
move us. The crucifixion is no longer a cause of dismay, of astonishment, of horror. Every
Sunday we repeat in the Creed, “He was crucified for us under the power of Pontius Pilate,”
yet we no longer even think about what we say. We sing about the cross and the blood of
Jesus in our hymns without experiencing any type of emotion or revulsion; we have crosses
and crucifixes and pictures of Jesus being crucified all over the walls of our church and in
our home, and perhaps even wear a cross on a chain around our neck, but we don’t pay
much attention to them. The crucifixion no longer makes our stomach turn or even moves
us to reflection.

For Jesus’ disciples, for the women who accompanied him to Golgotha, for Jesus’
mother, it was not like that. Their presence at Jesus’ crucifixion left a deep impression on
them that could never be erased. The death of a loved one always affects us deeply; we can
scarcely believe that the person that we have known for so long, the person with whom we
have lived and eaten and laughed and cried, is gone, that we will have to live the rest of our
lives without him or her. The death of any loved one is painful enough; but a death like the
one that Jesus suffered, a violent, bloody, unjust execution, is infinitely more so. From one
moment to the next, the Jesus they so loved had been wrenched violently from them, and
then tormented to death before their eyes.

The death of a loved one always leaves an emptiness in our lives, an emptiness that no
one and nothing else can fill. Undoubtedly, that’s how Jesus’ disciples and followers felt.
They had lost their teacher, their friend, their companion. They had spent three years with
him; day and night they had followed him everywhere. They had heard his teaching and
been astonished by his mighty works. Jesus had become the most important person in their
lives. Peter loved him so much that he had sworn to Jesus that he would follow him all the
way to death; but when he denied him three times, he wept bitterly, filled with remorse.
When Judas realized what he had done to Jesus, he went out and hanged himself. And we
can hardly imagine the pain of Mary, Jesus’ mother; to see her son die like that, the son she
had carried in her womb and raised from infancy, who meant everything to her. It is not
difficult to imagine how all those who loved Jesus felt. Their pain and grief and sadness
knew no limits. They were crushed. What were they going to do now? How were they
going to live without Jesus? Who was going to fill that enormous vacuum that his death
had created in their lives? How could they go on?

For others, however, Jesus’ death meant nothing. The soldiers who were beneath the
cross cared more about who would get his tunic than they did about Jesus. Others came to
laugh at Jesus and make fun of him. Pilate washed his hands and just wanted to forget
about the whole thing. The members of the Jewish council, like Annas and Caiaphas, were
happy because they had finally gotten rid of a troublemaker who riled up the people. Now
they could live in peace.

A death always affect different persons differently. Every day on TV or in the
newspaper we learn of many individuals who have died; unless they die in tragic
circumstances, we rarely feel sad or upset, because they are people whom we don’t know,
and who mean almost nothing to us. Whenever | am at a funeral, | find it interesting to see
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the reaction of the persons who are there. There are members of the family of the deceased
who can’t contain their tears and their pain, and at times even cry out in grief or become
faint. At the other extreme are people such as those who work at the funeral home or the
cemetery, who have seen the same scenes hundreds of times and have become cold and
indifferent to them. In between the two extremes, there are some who shed a few tears,
others who are a little bit sad, and others who show no emotion at all. Everyone reacts in
different ways. It’s obvious that the reaction of each one depends on what the person who
has died meant to them; the more one loved the person, the more pain one feels at losing
that person.

What if you were to lose Jesus? What would you feel? What would happen in your
life if it were discovered that all this stuff about Christianity is a lie, a myth, a giant
deception. What if it were shown that Jesus never existed? Or what if some archaeologist
found his remains, so as to prove that he had never risen? What if you were to find out
that, in reality, all these years Jesus has been dead; that it was all a hoax, that he never lived
in your heart, that all those times that you thought you had been talking to him in prayer or
feeling his presence in your life, it was nothing but your imagination? How would you
feel? How would it affect you? Would there be an emptiness in your heart, an enormous
vacuum in your life? Would you feel crushed inside, destroyed, torn apart, like you had
lost all that mattered most in your life?

Or perhaps you would feel nothing. No emptiness because Jesus really didn’t mean
much to you in the first place. You never talked to him, or paid attention to him. You just
paid lip service to him, but didn’t really care about him that much. You just kind of played
along with the game, went along with the whole thing to keep your spouse or family or
friends happy, or to look good in front of others. You wouldn’t feel sad or disillusioned.
You wouldn’t feel that you had lost much of anything, like those who are cold and
indifferent when someone who meant nothing to them passes away.

What does Jesus mean for you? Is he your friend? Your companion? Your teacher?
Your Lord and master? The most important person in your life? The heart and center of
your existence? The person that you would cling to with all your might as Mary
Magdalene did on Easter morning? Or is he a stranger? Someone who means practically
nothing for you? Someone you never talk to in prayer, never pay much attention to,
someone you don’t have much time for. What would it mean for you to lose Jesus forever?
Would it mean everything? Or nothing?

Let’s stop and take a few moments to reflect. You are there, at Golgotha. You have
just seen Jesus breathe his last breath. You watch as they take down his limp, lifeless body
from the cross. Jesus is dead for you. As far as you know, he is not coming back. You
have lost him forever. You can never have him again. You can no longer believe in him or
follow him. You can no longer look to him to give you support and comfort and strength
and hope. You will have to live the rest of your life without him. What do you feel? What
does that mean for you?

Just as we can imagine the enormous grief and pain of those who loved Jesus when
they saw that he had died, when they lowered his body from the cross and placed it in the
tomb, so also we can imagine their immense joy when they learned that that tomb was
empty, and then experienced him as risen in their midst, when they were able to talk to him
again, touch him, hear him, and even eat with him. How their hearts must have rejoiced
when they learned that he was no longer dead but alive, that he was alive forever, that he
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would always be with them, that there would be no more emptiness in their hearts. Imagine
the joy of Peter, for example, upon hearing from Jesus’ lips the words of forgiveness for
having denied him! How could they not leap for joy? How could they not rush out to
proclaim to the whole world that their Lord and Master was alive? How could they do
anything else but dedicate their entire lives to serving Jesus, following him at all times no
matter what the cost, speaking with him in prayer, letting him guide their lives,
experiencing his loving presence in the depths of their hearts?

And for you, what does it matter that Jesus is in fact alive? That you can walk with
him every day? That you can speak to him in prayer, and experience his presence in your
heart. Does that mean anything to you? Or is it a matter of indifference, something you
scarcely care about?

Even though Jesus had already told them many times that after he had been crucified
he would rise from the dead, it seems that the disciples were not prepared for his
resurrection. It took them completely by surprise. For that reason, the hours that passed
between the moment when they hurriedly wrapped up his body and placed it in the
sepulchre of Joseph of Arimathea on Friday evening, and the break of dawn on Sunday,
were hours of great sadness and disappointment, as they contemplated a future without
Jesus. They huddled together behind closed doors, wondering what they were to do and
where they were to go. Life had lost all meaning for them without Jesus.

Today, as we contemplate Jesus’ death on Golgotha, | invite you to spend the next
hours huddled together with the disciples behind those closed doors. Forget for a while that
day after tomorrow you will be celebrating the resurrection of our Lord. Sit next to the
disciples, the women, Jesus’ mother Mary, as they grieve and weep and are torn apart
inside; join them as they imagine what a future without Jesus would be like. Think about
what it would mean for you if you were to lose Jesus forever; what it would be like to no
longer have any hope of living with him, to be without him for the rest of your days.

Only then will you be ready to celebrate the feast of the resurrection on Sunday. Only
then will you realize what Jesus means for you, and realize whether his absence would
leave an enormous vacuum in your life or not. Whether you really love him, and how
much you love him. If he really is the most important person in your life. And if he is,
then you also will experience as the disciples and women and Jesus’ mother did, the
unbounded joy of Sunday, knowing that Jesus is with you, that you haven't lost him and
you never will, but that he is with you, and you will be with him, forever. Amen.
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