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There are a few groups that no priest wants to be on the bad side of, and right near the
top of this list is the Altar Guild. I’m going to take a risk here, though, and give you all a
little glimpse into how the sausage is made. Our lenten processional cross has been
veiled throughout Lent, in various colors. Around Palm Sunday, when we switched to
red, I heard the bad news that Jesus had lost an arm. He was repaired, but as we
prepared for Maundy Thursday, more bad news: the arm was broken again, this time
with multiple fractures. Jesus has had a rough week.

We’re actually using this cross, bare, later in the service. It is repaired as I write this;
we’ll see the final result. Mostly, this is one of the things we deal with in a church that
has a lot of materials—things break, and break down. But this also got me thinking
about Jesus, about our God, and about just how shocking this day is.

On Good Friday, we remember that God, in the form of Jesus, suffered, in agony, and
died.

I read a quote this week from Barbara Brown Taylor’s book God in Pain. She writes,
“Christianity is the only world religion that confesses a God who suffers. It is not all that
popular an idea, even among Christians. We prefer a God who prevents suffering, only
that is not the God we have got. What the cross teaches us is that God’s power is not
the power to force human choices and end human pain. It is, instead, the power to pick
up the shattered pieces and make something holy out of them—not from a distance but
right close up.”

I don’t know about you, but most of the time, yes, I definitely prefer a God who prevents
suffering. I would like a God who will step in and stop pain, cure disease, end abuse,
prevent crime.

But it’s true—that’s not the God we’ve got. We’ve got a God who suffers alongside us,
sits with us in the darkness, and helps us shape something beautiful out of what was
broken. And the truth is, in the end, that beauty that comes out of the brokenness is real
and beautiful and whole.



And, in addition to that, it’s a great story. And we humans love a great story.

There are plenty of reasons why this might be—I believe it’s because our lives are lived
in story, because we are all part of a great Story; I believe it’s because stories tell us a
truth that sometimes even facts can’t reveal.

It’s not a secret that I love stories. Stories guided my education before seminary. Stories
are the reason I keep my faith. Stories have always been a part of my life—being read
to, reading, writing. But I have a great weakness as a writer of stories: I’m bad at
conflict. I prefer to avoid conflict in my own life, so obviously my characters would want
that, too.

But conflict is what makes stories powerful. Conflict is what keeps you turning pages.
And in pretty much every plot, particularly if it’s a story with a happy ending, the high
point of the story arc is the point of greatest conflict. The dramatic peak is the lowest
point. The dark night of the soul. The moment when all seems lost. Without this conflict,
without this peak, the end of the story won’t be satisfying; the happy ending will feel
cheap or, well, anticlimactic.

Good Friday is the dramatic peak of the Easter story; of the Christian story. Jesus is
tried, tortured, killed. All he taught, all he lived for, the promise of his kingdom—it all
seems lost and gone. Hope is unthinkable.

We know how the story ends. Many of us are already thinking about and planning for
Sunday—shopping for celebratory meals, stuffing eggs, setting beautiful tables. But
today, Good Friday, is what makes Easter possible. These deepest depths prepare us
for the joy of Easter morning. A suffering God makes a God of joy seem real, and not
trite and cheap.

Back to our materials: one of the things that drew me into The Episcopal Church is the
way the materials of worship help us experience the heart of worship, and that is so
very true for me on Good Friday—which is a little ironic, because this is the day with the
least of the usual materials. The church is stripped nearly bare. Nothing is hidden.

On Good Friday, we are bare and empty. And there is power here. Between Good
Friday and Easter, we let go of our knowledge, our stories, our expectations. And in this
barren and empty place, God acts. The Good Fridays in our lives are places that invite
us to begin again with God, to enter into new life.



In a few moments, we’ll say some solemn prayers for the world, a world that knows
darkness and hopelessness, there’s no doubt. And then we’ll bring out a cross—a bare
cross, a broken cross. A cross that depicts that wild story of our faith: God who suffers
and dies.

As you consider this cross, this material reminder of the God who is with us in our
brokenness, who redeems what is broken, and brings something holy and beautiful,
consider what is shattered in your life—empty, laid bare. Places where you feel God has
forsaken you. Places you have suffered. And invite God into that place. Ready the rich
soil where death and rot can, in the dark, give way to the beginnings of new growth, of
hope, of holiness, of life.


