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A Homily Preached by Good Friday
The Rev’d Jo Popham      “Can we live his kind of love?”

April 2, 2010
John 18:1-19:42

Are you one of Jesus’s disciple? You are, aren’t you? I too am one of his disciples.

Then, come to the garden with me. It is not far, just on the eastern outskirts of the city. I

want to show you where they seized my Master, my Lord, my friend – Jesus. Today we

are to be fellow travelers with Jesus of Nazareth. We – his disciples – left Jerusalem with

him after supper last evening and crossed the Kidron Valley to the garden on the Mount

of Olives. It was a dark night. Shadows seem to appear as figures of people lurking in the

darkness. The garden is the only green on the mount, and it is higher than the Temple.

Jesus often went there to pray. But that night, he did not pray. He had already exhausted

himself in prayer, praying for the world, and praying for us disciples, praying for our

unity. He asked us to go with him to the garden, and as we walked it was as though he

had won some great battle. He was calm; he was resolute; it felt as though he was with us

but not with us. I could smell the olive oil where the olive press had spilled over into the

soil. Jesus and we seemed to be rooted in that soil together, with him as the olive tree and

us as the branches. Then he left us. I remember wondering why he asked us to go with

him to the garden, because he went off on his own almost as soon as we arrived. He

separated himself from us. I think back now, and I believe that he was protecting us.

Then from those shadows came Roman soldiers along with the Temple police bearing

lanterns and torches to light their way. Jesus – the light of the world was there, and they

had to bring lights, for they did not grasp who Jesus really was, or, perhaps they did.

They had weapons, too – knives and nightsticks. We knew that the police were under the

control of the high priest. And we suspected the chief priests and the Pharisees were the

Sanhedrin. We had long known that the Jewish and Roman authorities were in collusion.

It was all too political – the plotting together to maintain peace and planning for one

person to be the scapegoat for the people.
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They asked if he was Jesus. And he simply said: “I am He.” His answer so shocked

them that all the soldiers and police fell on the ground. Then Jesus secured our safety by

saying “Let these go”. Let my disciples go! It seemed to me to echo the Old Testament

plea of Moses to “let my people go.” You may recall that earlier Jesus promised safety to

those entrusted to him (John 17:12; 18:9). Not a single one of us disciples that God had

given Jesus was to be lost. Then why do I feel so lost?

The unbelievable scene played out with studied cruelty. Two of us followed Jesus. We

watched as he was bound and taken to the authorities. To take away the chill of the night

and the chill of the events that were taking place, Peter stood by the charcoal fire to warm

himself. There he was identified as one of Jesus’s disciples not once but twice.

Jesus was questioned about us – his disciples – and about his open teaching in the

temple. One of the police took his answers as insolence and struck our Lord, right in the

face. Then they took him – still tied up – to the high priest. Peter was asked again – a

third time – if he was one of the disciples. Then I thought I heard a rooster crow. Did you

hear it too?

Are you one of his disciples? Did you follow him to his interrogation before the high

priests? It felt more like an inquisition. He was taken from the Jewish trial before Annas

to Caiaphas to the Roman one before Pilate? We heard the questions, the accusations, the

offer to release our Lord. But the people demanded that Jesus be crucified? The crowd

was oppressive. Who were those people who called out for a murderer to be spared and

Jesus to be killed? Who were they? They were angry, so very angry, like people from

another world. There was something very frightening about that crowd mentality that

roused the very worst in the Roman soldiers and the Temple police. The soldiers beat him

mercilessly as the crowd watched and egged them on. The police mocked him and put a

crown of thorns on his head. The crowd called out “Hail, King of the Jews.”  But we

know that he was more than that – he was the Son of God. We believe that. Don’t we?
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We heard Pilate’s sentence. And we followed as Jesus dragged that wretched piece of

wood, the cross, all the way to Golgatha, to the Place of the Skull, they call it. And there

they crucified our Lord, with two common criminals. What had he done to them? I know

he told us that where he was going we could not go, but did he really mean to the cross?

We watched from a distance as did the three Marys.

Can you believe that only last evening we were at supper together? Last night he gave

us, his disciples, a new commandment, that we are to love one another as he loved us. Is

this what he meant by love? How can this be? How can we live into this sort of love?

When he first called us to follow him we did not know who he was, but we learned

through his extraordinary extravagant love. He taught us that to be his followers, his

disciples, we were to love as he loved.

Let me share some verse with you that tells of Jesus’s love.

They hauled him trembling to the Judgment Seat.
“O Lord, the man who made the nails that pierced Thy hands and feet!”
The Master laid a thin, scarred hand upon the shame-bowed head.
“They were good nails," he said.

….Kenneth W. Porter (1905-1981)
The High Plains, John Day, 1938, p. 84

Can we live that kind of love? Will we ever feel his love again?

Will you go with me to his tomb? Will you weep with me? Do you believe that he will

come back to us? What does that mean? I want to believe, but I am afraid. I am so very

afraid.


