Fr Dixie’s Sermon for Good Friday 2010

This is a story of suffering and triumph, dramat-ically related, concluding with the final words of Jesus, “it is consummated’ and he hands his spirit over to his Father. It is not the story of a private grief and a private triumph. It is the story of massive collusion between the uniquely self-interested for the destruction of the totally innocent, between the forces of evil and the forces of good. There are different parties in it colluding together for different reasons. At the centre is Jesus himself, sovereignly superior but sometimes like a passive spectator of his own destruction. Then there is the capitulation of those nearest him who had promised him friendship and support, but who under pressure could not honour their intentions. How all too familiar this is in our experience.   We all cry for the same reasons. We do not laugh for the same reasons. Those who do not cry are unusual. Those who cry not just for themselves but for others too, and determine to improve the situation, are admirable. Daily in the media this Passiontide we are faced with the appalling details of children in orphanages abused by those who should have been caring for them. We are appalled that people dedicated to holiness should have so treated the simple and unprotected. We are appalled that we ourselves can be horrible to those we love, by exclusiveness, selfishness, failure. We all have family backgrounds. We know the awful rows and misunderstandings that people can experience in them. We would all like to do better or to have done better, had we had the chance to do it all over again. But our chance to change the past has gone. Regret and sympathy on a day like today are our best disposition.
 We Christians think of all this and specifically engage with it today in this liturgical drama. What are we supposed to put into it and get out of our celebration today? The fact is that it makes us think of and identify with all the most important issues that make up our lives. What Jesus was doing on that first Good Friday in going into Jerusalem was to reveal the nature of God, what it is to belong to God; to unfold the true nature of human existence- what it means to be a human being, what it is to live in society, what it is to care for the way the world is run. Jesus was an historical human being in the normal society of his day. He lived in an ordinary family. He followed an ordinary working routine for most of his life; he experienced the best and the worst that life can give. He is God’s living commentary on what it all means, what is right in it, what is wrong with it, and what can be done about it.  Suffering should be alleviated. One must stand for principles. Worship must not be commercial. Laws must not be coercive and destructive. Public servants should serve the public good. Little people are not to be exploited. God made the world for solidarity, for truth and justice. Ultimately it is all about love.
There is a price to be paid for living up to these principles. And Jesus pays that price. It is a lonely world when you stand for those principles. And the whole narrative showed how Jesus stood alone and triumphed in it. The contrasts in the picture could not have been greater. The most powerful and most mediocre, the indifferent and self-serving are all in that picture. Out of it he was forging the new people of God. We are heirs to that.
In the Church we have each other, and he is with us. Together we can bear the strains that come upon us. We even have the language to describe what we have to go through. We say of ourselves or of our friends and acquaintances who suffer: she is undergoing her crucifixion. His calvary is now. Everybody faces it at some time. Our solidarity is most manifest when we all recognise it and support each other through it. We cry for the same reasons.
The Triumph of Failure
Imagination can be a great help to us here. Suffering nobly borne is wonderfully encouraging; we think of a Maximilian Kolbe or a Nelson Mandela. Injustice sustained without hatred outclasses injustice that begets rage. To accept suffering with equanimity is the sign of true maturity, true holiness. And true self–accusation is infinitely more impressive than accusation at the hands of others. We have to say genuinely that we are sorry. The Church leaders are saying sorry a lot these days.
In the whole Passion of St. John we not only marvel at the majestic deportment of Jesus; we are reading also the story of Christian failure too, how the disciples of Christ actually accused themselves and described themselves as letting him down. The Passion Narrative does not spare them. No self-excuse is reported of them. Strange to say even the Beloved Disciple has no name. His fidelity in love  makes him ideal- he is what all would like to be. A true friend never lets you down- true friendship is when we share fundamental truths in common with someone, see things in the same way, and what we share is always good. Everybody then profits from it. The dying Jesus was creating a new family: with his mother and dear friend. Thus was established the nucleus of every community bearing the name Christian ever after.
Why Good Friday is Good
On the face of it one might have thought to call this day Good was ridiculous. Every value we hold dear has been violated in the treatment of Jesus. What could possibly have made it good? After all it is a Passion Narrative, a story of shocking suffering. In proclaiming it we identify easily with the players who make up the story. There is something of all of them in each of us. But at the heart of the story is its meaning: That One Person Jesus. John wrote at 20:31 the reason for his Gospel: That you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and in believing you should have life in his name. It was that commitment, that belief that changed the face of history. And when this Person is seen in others, all made in God’s own image and likeness, then the Word is made flesh anew, and when he is loved and honoured in them, especially in the sick and the needy, then Good Friday is Good indeed.  The day merits then the unique name that is given to it, strange to say, only in the English language.                                 
                                         
