A Meditation for Good Friday 2020

The cross of Love

God created the world and all that is in it, and loves it all.

God created men and women in his own image, the peak of his creation, and loves us.
But, in Adam, we see our rebellion against him, choosing to go our own selfish way.

God planted a tree of life in the middle of the garden of Eden, but through Adam and Eve,
we preferred to find our own way to wisdom and knowledge, and chose the way of
selfishness and ruin. But God still loves us and longs for us to experience his love.

So, a second tree was needed, to deliver us from our foolishness, and a second Adam,
to put right the failure of the first Adam.

It was love that brought Christ down from heaven, and love that led him to the cross,
and love that held him on that cross. No other power could do such a thing.

And so, on Good Friday we contemplate the cross of love, to sense its reality,

to seek God’s transforming love for our lives, to remember the depth of God’s love for us.
The one who put right all that Adam got wrong, is able to put us right also,

to unravel the muddle and confusions of our lives, to calm our troubled minds,

to bring peace to our hearts, and cleansing to our souls, to fill us with his love.

Love Forgives. Luke 23:32 — 43

Forgiveness has a central place in Jesus teaching.

He told Peter, not just seven, but seventy times seven times you must forgive; he taught
the vivid parable of the ruin of the unforgiving servant; and taught us to pray in the Lord’s
Prayer, to forgive as we are forgiven. Now Jesus has the opportunity to put his own
teaching into practice!

For three years he had given himself to his twelve disciples, in example, teaching,
encouragement, sharing his life with them, preparing them to continue his ministry.

Now at the climax of his life, the leading disciple, Peter, has turned away and denied
Jesus three times. The one entrusted with the money to provide for Jesus and the twelve,
Judas, has betrayed him for 30 pieces of silver.

Jesus had taught that we can’t serve God and money. It had fallen on deaf ears.

The other ten disciples have also cowardly fled away, forsaking their master.

How keenly Jesus must have felt this betrayal by his closest friends and companions.
Isn’t it those closest to us, who can hurt us most easily?

The Jewish authorities had turned completely against Jesus. These leaders of God’s
people, supposed men of God, chose to protect their own positions and privileges rather
than receive words of life. Now they conspired against Jesus, manipulating, lying, bribing,
inciting anger, all to have Jesus condemned to death.

Then there were the Romans, rulers and oppressors of the Jews. Pilate and Herod played
with Jesus, treating him with contempt, as an amusing sideshow, knowing his innocence,
but too weak and selfish to do the honest thing. And so, they had him whipped and beaten,
mocked and spat upon, and sent him out to be crucified.

For each of these, and many more, Jesus pleads:

‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.’

How would you or | respond?

Let down completely by our closest friends, those we trusted and shared our lives with;
condemned by the religious authorities, although we had done no wrong; written off

as expendable by the secular powers, not worth the bother of saving.

‘Father, forgive them.’ with no trace of self-pity or desire for revenge?

This is the height of love, God’s love, perfect love, and it cost Jesus his life.

This sacrifice of love is sufficient for our failure too, our cowardice and betrayal,



our selfishness, our unwillingness to stand for truth and justice, our contempt of others,
our lack of love. For us also Jesus cries, ‘Father, forgive them’, and he is heard, and we
are delivered, saved, forgiven.

The prophet Isaiah pictures the Suffering Servant of God:

Is 53:5 ‘he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.’

Love in darkness. Matthew 27:32-46

Jesus darkest hour had come. His suffering had been mounting. Betrayed, denied,
deserted by his disciples, falsely accused and innocently condemned by the authorities;
personally abused, mocked, scourged, forced to carry his own cross until too weak

to continue, with rough-hewn nails crucified.

The psalmist describes Jesus condition:

Ps 22:14, ‘l am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint; my heart is melted
like wax; it is melted within my breast; my mouth is dried up like a potsherd, and my
tongue sticks to my jaws; you lay me in the dust of death.’

Physical agony, left to hang for six hours, parched with thirst, and now, the worst of all,
hardest of all to bear, Jesus is separated, cut off from his Father.

‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’

God seems to turn his back on his own Son, as Jesus took the sins of the world upon
himself, and suffered for us all.

Jesus had never before known what it was to feel separated from God, a feeling perhaps
that we know all too well. Jesus had enjoyed perfect communion and fellowship with his
Father, seeking only to do his Father’s will, listening to his Father’s voice in every aspect of
his life, revealing the Father in all he did. But now, cut off, estranged, bereft, at the very
moment when he most needed his Father’'s comfort, strength and courage.

‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’

The cry of many a human heart, as we face personal tragedy, or feel the pain of the world.
Even there Jesus had to enter, to understand, to be able to share the pain that we
encounter. There is a mystery here.

But it means that whenever we feel abandoned by God, whenever we feel we've reached
the end of our tether, whenever we feel we can take no more, or go on no longer, and cry
‘Where is God now?’, then God, in Christ, understands. And he is with us, and he is able
to redeem us, because he has been there before us. He weeps with us, and his tears are
tears of healing.

Because of the cross there is no darkness which is impenetrable to God, no depth to
which he has not been, no chaos over which he does not brood in love, no situation which
is beyond his reach and care.

It was a costly love, Jesus tasted hell, separation from the source of all love and light,
and he cried out in anguish of soul.

Yet it enabled Paul to write:

‘I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor
things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord’.



Love conquers. Luke 23:44-49 and John 19:28-30

The final words of Jesus on the cross, before he bows his head and dies,

‘It is finished!’, and ‘Father, into your hands | commend my spirit’.

At first sight these might appear to be cries of defeat, of resignation, of giving up.

But they are no such thing. They are shouts of victory, of accomplishment, of a task
finished, a mission completed, a battle won. Jesus had fully accomplished his Father’s will.
Though in Gethsemane he staggered, and on the cross he cried out in desolation;

he had been faithful, he had won through, love had conquered, and Jesus returned

to the embrace of his Father.

Love had finally conquered over evil and the evil one.

All through his life Jesus had been attacked by those who opposed God’s plan and
purposes.

At his birth, Herod sought to kill him. As his ministry began, and throughout his life,

the tempter tried to deflect him from doing his Father’s will. Through the scribes and
Pharisees, and even Peter, the devil tried to divert Jesus away from the cross;

and through Judas and the governing authorities Satan thought he could finally do away
with Jesus, but in fact the cross was where all evil finally met its match, where the power
of evil was broken crucially and irretrievably.

Because of the cross we are free from the power of sin and evil, free to do right, free to
follow Jesus, and to do our Father’s will.

Jesus absorbed all the evil that this world could hurl against him, he took it all, without
complaint, without returning evil for evil, without any regard for his own name or reputation,
without seeking to justify himself, rebuking only those who sought to defend him with
violence.

Isaiah had prophesied the forbearance of the Messiah;

Is 53:7, ‘He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth;

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,
so he did not open his mouth’.

Jesus embodied the words of Paul:

1 Cor 13, ‘Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
Love never ends’.

This is love to the uttermost.

And what was the object of all this love? For love of whom did Jesus suffer on the cross?
For you and I, that we might receive forgiveness and be freed from the power of sin over
us; that we might be free, as Jesus was free, to live in fellowship with our Father.

O the deep, deep love of Jesus.

Love seeks aresponse

How will we respond to the love of Jesus revealed at Calvary?

The religious leaders jeered, the soldiers mocked, one thief insulted, passers-by shook
their heads and walked on, but one thief and a centurion believed and were changed.
To all since, who follow this crucified King, the cross becomes a pattern for our lives,

a pattern of love.

- forgiving those who persecute and mock us

- thinking of the needs of one another before our own

- trusting and hoping in darkness, doubt and despair

- overcoming evil with good.

Jesus invites us to come and walk with him in the way of the cross, the way of love.
Sometimes it looks like the way of death, but in fact it is the way of life in all its fullness.



A Prayer of Richard of Chichester

Lord Jesus Christ, we thank you

for all the benefits that you have won for us,
for all the pains and insults that you have borne for us.
Most merciful redeemer,

friend and brother,

may we know you more clearly,

love you more dearly,

and follow you more nearly,

day by day.

Amen



