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One Crucifixion is recorded – only –  

Introductory Address

One Crucifixion is recorded – only –  

How many be

Is not affirmed of Mathematics – 

Or History – 

One Calvary – exhibited to Stranger – 

As many be

As persons – or Peninsulas –

Gethsemane –

Is but a Province – in the Being’s Centre –

Judea – 

For Journey – or Crusade’s Achieving –

Too near –

Our Lord – indeed – made Compound Witness –

And yet –

There’s newer – nearer Crucifixion

Than That –

Emily Dickinson

At midday darkness fell over the whole land, which lasted till three in the afternoon.

Gathering clouds swept in from the west removing any trace of a Passover Moon – and a Son was eclipsed.  A warm, moist wind wrapped friend and stranger alike in a tableau that has etched itself into our minds.  The scene set, bystanders now withdrew, as they shrank from one another and embraced their fears.  

O ye Light and Darkness, bless ye the Lord: / praise him, and magnify him for ever.

Dark anvils accumulated overhead, casting the City in blackness as preparations were undertaken to forge redemption in such a smithy as this.  Angels gathered for war and in the failing light eyes strained to see.  Duplicity and betrayal paved the path to this place.  It had made the journey easy for some.  The road has been maintained by denial and cunning.  It is maintained still.

Tyrant and autocrat have not summoned this scene.  Brokenness has been bidden this day.  Promise made in a Cup blessed hours earlier in an Upper Room ignored hubris and called forth authority – and in darkened crevices of this loathsome place a Cup of Blessing has allowed humility.

O ye Lightnings and Clouds, bless ye the Lord: / praise him, and magnify him forever.

The air weighed heavy on the shoulders of the condemned.  They became lost above the dust stirred into eddies in this exposed place.  The cape of a Century on duty billows helpless in the track of the growing mid-day wind.  For the curious, and for the pious, the Tallith swims from shoulders… reminiscent of an earlier day when another wind blew water dry and deliverance found sure footing where once fishes were.

O ye Seas and Floods, bless ye the Lord: / praise him, and magnify him forever.

One Crucifixion is recorded – only –  / How many be / Is not affirmed of Mathematics –  / Or History – 

Some, whose names are known, and some whose names have been lost, keep watch and bear a witness to the events of the day.  As sand rushes through a glass,  hours pass.  They cannot be stopped.  Each witness has his story.  Each one has in turn been told, while most have never been heard.  And few have been recorded.

Some here have been drawn by duty, as today while others were drawn by faith.  The more courageous, brave to come closer, while others keep a safe distance.  Drawn from across an Empire, the polyglot assembly keeping Passover is reminiscent of a census taken in an earlier day, in Bethlehem.

Strangers crushed each other then and strangers gather and crush each other again.

And yet / There’s newer – nearer Crucifixion / Than that – and we find ourselves in a familiar place hearing a familiar story.  The interposed sufferings between then and now provide us with fresh witnesses. 

One Crucifixion is known – too many to imagine have been forgotten.  Many predate the gospel accounts we know well.  And to the shame of human history too many have followed since the account of the Nazarene whose words we will recount this afternoon.

In recent years, and in our memory, while the implement of death has changed from one generation to another, the words discharged from the Cross remain current in their application as Mothers wring their eyes dry yet at the sight of their children’s death.  Forgiveness is no less in demand, and no easier to pronounce today than in any day before this one.  While embarrassed to admit it, the weight of loneliness and God-forsakenness is as much a companion today as ever and the existential fear of never having been resonates in every generation.

From the ashes of the ovens of Krakow and Auschwitz, to the anti-Semitism of this past week in Toronto and Montreal; from the evaporation of Japanese in Nagasaki to the genocide of the Tutsis in Rwanda; from the bombing of Dresden to the Parades that will soon begin in Londonderry – forgiveness and the need for reclamation has never been out of vogue – and never in such demand.  

Words spoken then resonate for us today, fresh and vibrant.

Of God we ask one favor 

Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.

Of God we ask one favor, 

That we may be forgiven –

For what, he is presumed to know –

The Crime, from us, is hidden –

Immured the whole of Life 

Within a magic Prison 

We reprimand the Happiness 

That too competes with Heaven.

Emily Dickinson

Luke 23: 33 When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. 34 Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”
A single word, perhaps, catches the air and quickens a memory of hurt or disappointment.  Given expression in the building darkness, a single word haunts us.  Other times and other places remind us that Of God we ask one favour / That we may be forgiven – 

The noonday darkness of this spring month of Nissan holds secretly hidden Crime.  In passing we are arrested by a word carried on the wind – did I hear it right?  Forgive them?  In this darkened Place of the Skull, in this acre of pain and agony bearing tribute to shame and death should forgiveness find expression?  Should absolution find an ear?

Shadows are absorbed and disappear in the darkness that yields neither highlight nor recognition.  Simple forms fixed to crosses – blackened silhouettes against a charcoal sky give a whisper a voice – forgive them.  

Others standing watch, move imperceptibly among the Centuries, grey spectres their Talliths whipping in the wind.  Soldiers’ cloaks and the shawls of men obscure both sound and sense. 

Forgive them?  Were those the words that found a soldier’s ear as a hammer was returned to its place?  Or was that the wind?  Looking up into an ink sky, had those words been given voice by this felon whose face was now obscured by matted hair caught in the wind?  

Forgiveness reigned from this unholy place and the words gave pause to neighbouring felons drifting in and out of consciousness for lack of sleep and lack of blood and a surplus of pain.  

Damning and demeaning words were displaced by a word of reclamation.  Bitterness had been challenged by the sweetness of pardon.  For what, he is presumed to know – / The Crime, from us, is hidden –.  

What is the Crime forgiven?  Hidden from us, we each shrug a shoulder and know that this pardon is pronounced to another.  But not for us.

The Century near the Cross knows the absolution belongs not to him but to the priest; while the priest knows well, in spite of his pause, that this pardon belongs to faithless cowardice scattered.  The reticent disciple hidden among the crosses knows the soldier is freed.  None see the adhesion of absolution.

And each one forgetting that Of God we ask one favor, / That we may be forgiven – 

The surprise of the absolution has us dodge its aim and for all of that the hillside grows darker yet.

There is but one thing that would satisfy each as they pressed the warm, sea-moistened air over Golgotha – the assurance of God’s forgiveness – not simply for the other but for us as well.  We understand our Crimes less than we understand out opportunity for forgiveness.  And above all, we understand ourselves not at all.  We hope for absolution and perhaps it is our hope we hear carried on the air as a final opportunity for pardon.

We hear of forgiveness not only for those – then – whose paths led to a cross – but for us as well, today.

Our paths today have led no less to a place of darkness and fear, converging as in ages past, at a place where forgiveness is given voice.  Like those before us, We reprimand the Happiness / That too competes with Heaven.  One has heard it, and quite likely another – Forgive them.  The vigil in this land of Moriah begins with an assurance of acceptance, neither by degree or kind, but by the favor presumed known – that we need to be forgiven.

And the brokenness within our lives dares be brought forward and exposed in the very darkness that engulfs us.  The hidden Crime is addressed in this magic Prison as the captive pardons his captors, then as now.

Other words may perhaps have been said, and even heard, but not remembered.  Remembered here is the gospel note of reclamation where what cannot be expected – but hoped for – is heard.  That it was heard and that it touched a soul is witness to the beginning of a drama of redemption that lasted more than three hours, indeed has lasted long enough to reach as far as us.

We pray – to Heaven –

Today shalt thou be with Me in Paradise.

We pray – to Heaven –

We prate – of Heaven –

Relate – when Neighbors die –

At what o’clock to Heaven – they fled –

Who saw them – Wherefore fly?

Is Heaven a Place – a Sky – a Tree?

Location’s narrow way is for Ourselves –

Unto the Dead

There’s no Geography –

But State – Endowal – Focus –

Where – Omnipresence – fly?

Emily Dickinson

Luke 23: 39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” 40 But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 42 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 43 He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”
Loneliness is not a stranger among us here.  The loss of another diminishes us and we know the imbalance.  By death or divorce or estrangement, lovers and friends both fall away and we are introduced to an ache recognized as loneliness.

When Neighbors die we remember them before Heaven by either prayer or prattle – before God or in idle gossip.  Some have asked us to remember them.  Others we remember without a request.  To some we pledge our memories and in each circumstance we strain to continue that which we cherish most – their companionship, if only in memory, and then briefly.

What was his name?  I’ve never heard.  But the request was made and recorded – Remember me, he had said to the Nazarene in the darkness.  And a pledge was made – Today you will be with me in Paradise.  Almost strangers, these two had been with each other for a short time.  The journey to the crest of the hill under the burden of a cross beam shared exhaustion and abuse.  

Perhaps a word was shared.  Introductions if made, would have been thin and there was no time for a miracle or two.  Nothing much was spoken of the Kingdom – there wasn’t time enough – but one asked the other to be remembered there.

No felon pledged faith in the darkened air.  Hope only was expressed; a hope that he might not be forgotten.  A hope that is harboured in every heart, that we might not be as though we had never been.

We seek not be remembered for our transgressions.  For the felon, he sought not to be remembered “as a thief.”  Neither do we ask to be remembered for our deceptions or infidelities or our abusiveness.  Nor do we ask to be remembered for our accomplishments, as flattering as that might sound.  Virtue and vice both fall away and what we earnestly hope for is that we will be remembered for having been.

But where might this Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews and this felon fly?  And one before the other?  And leave the embittered felon alone amongst the carrion?  

There’s no Geography.

The assurance given is more than assurance asked for – remembered?  No!  

This nameless man without a grave will not be remembered.  No headstone will mark his place.  This man with no identity, neither parents nor progeny – he will not be remembered.  This man whose detailed crime is already forgotten, whose purse and dignity have been taken, will not be remembered.  

The assurance is given that Today you will be with me in Paradise.  

No longer alone, and joining this rabbi before John or Peter or Paul or Stephen, this felon is assured of presence beyond memory.

And could it be otherwise?  Where might Omnipresence fly?  Though he go to the very ends of the earth and be forgotten, he would never be alone.  Though he find his bed in Sheol and amongst men be long forgotten, he would never be alone.  No less with him in Paradise than on Golgotha, indeed all three fly together this afternoon.

And for what purpose?  Not a reward.  The time for reward has passed these two.  These two have followed other paths.  As rewards go, they have found their reward.  Each in his own way found a path that led up to Jerusalem, and beyond the City gates to a hillside they shared even for a brief time.  A different cartographer draws the geography of redemption.  On this hillside the centre of God’s will is found by such as never considered their worth.  

I heard a Fly buzz – when I died –

Woman, behold thy son! Behold thy mother!
I heard a Fly buzz – when I died –

The Stillness in the Room 

Was like the Stillness in the Air –

Between the Heaves of Storm –

The Eyes around – had wrung them dry –

And Breaths were gathering firm

For that last Onset – when the King 

Be witnessed – in the Room –

I willed my Keepsakes – Signed away 

What portion of me be 

Assignable – and then it was 

There interposed a Fly –

With Blue – uncertain stumbling –

Buzz Between the light – and me –

And then the Windows failed – and then 

I could not see to see –

Emily Dickinson

John: 19: 26 When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother, “Woman, here is your son.” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.
Between the Heaves of Storm Jesus saw his Keepsakes – his Mother and John, his disciple.  How close they were relies on tradition.  On the great Roods of Cathedrals and Parish Churches they flank the Cross with strength and piety.  Canvasses of oils depict them in attitudes of devotion, sometimes kneeling, sometimes standing.

But near or far, devout or fearful, they were there.

Perhaps their horror placed them beyond the reach of a weakened voice.  Their timidity would have made them cautious.  The witnesses of the accusers and the Centuries from Pilate’s force had an efficient coldness that would have pressed them away, out of fear.  The time for crying had passed, Eyes having been wrung dry.  And Breaths were gathering firm / For that last onset when the inevitable would triumph on this darkened day.

Thoughts raced and were these prayers?  For this I bore the child of Promise and gave him suckle?  For this my Song took flight and his mercy is on them that fear him?  What mighty hath he put down from their seat?  And how hath he exalted the humble and meek?  In this blackened day how hath he holpened his servant Israel?  Had this been a life misspent?  A lie lived?  Left with only my son, and soon not even him? 

The disciple – once hopeful and now bereft – looked up and then away.  No Kingdom this!  No throne, no crown, no majesty here.  

Only love draws them close, misunderstandings falling away and leaving only Son and Mother and Disciple.  I willed my Keepsakes – Signed away / What portion of me be / Assignable – Woman, behold thy son! Behold thy mother!
The Keepsakes of his heart now Assigned, a lens was raised so that eyes wrung dried could see.  The impotency of death to dissolve the tie of son and mother, daughter and father gave strength in the presence of threat and despair.  Abba, close and nurturing, was revealed in the midst of religion and law.  Forever a brother, a sister – imperturbable in the face of destruction – each with a bond assured in the relationship hammered out on an anvil of hope in this darkened smithy of Golgotha.

The steel of the Century’s lance and of the sword in its scabbard did not know the temper of what Jesus wrought in this place.  Lips moved, eyes glanced, hands tightened and bodies pressed as Jesus’ Assigns were made, and then there interposed a Fly.

And then the Windows failed – and then / I could not see to see –

The stewardship of redemption cared for the Womb of God from the Annunciation to the Pieta.  Mary’s openness and obedience is faithful to the beginning of this end and the end of a new beginning with Jesus in her arms, lifeless.  

His purpose of reclamation now complete, her assurance of God’s continuing favour is pledged.  Nothing more need be seen, can be seen.  The spring month of Nissan has not seen such purpose since other lamb’s blood stained lintel and doorpost.  Mothers were heard to cry then too.

I should have been too glad, I see –

My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?
I should have been too glad, I see –

Too lifted – for the scant degree 

Of Life’s penurious Round –

My little Circuit would have shamed 

This new Circumference – have blamed –

The homelier time behind.

I should have been too saved – I see –

Too rescued – Fear too dim to me

That I could spell the Prayer

I knew so perfect – yesterday –

That Scalding One – Sabacthani –

Recited fluent – here –

Earth would have been too much – I see –

And Heaven – not enough for me –

I should have had the Joy

Without the Fear – to justify –

The Palm – without the Calvary –

So Savior – Crucify –

Defeat – whets Victory – they say –

The Reefs – in old Gethsemane –

Endear the Coast – beyond!  

’Tis Beggars – Banquets – can define –

’Tis Parching – vitalizes Wine –

“Faith” bleats – to understand!

Emily Dickinson

Mark: 15: 33 When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. 34 At three o'clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
- and -
Matthew: 27: 46 And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

A Scalding prayer – Sabachthani – echoes in the valleys of Moriah and rends more than one heart this day.  The words belonged to Jesus.  Was the sentiment his as well?  Parched lips stuck to dry teeth strained to shape the accusation of consonant and vowel – Sabachthani!

The Century’s gaze caught a raising head and straining throat as into the darkened sky the heat of passion pleaded confusion and assault, disbelief and anger.

If this cup should pass me by – but not my will prevail in this darkened hour.  By completing the task you have given me to do – so glory has been given as oblation in this moment.  Forsaken!

And is obedience to be rewarded with forsakenness.  Has Jesus voiced our disappointment in our feigned faithfulness rewarded with forsakenness?  Does his searing sentiment draw him close to our side?  Is  Trust betrayed?

No less than a kiss in an isolated corner of a familiar garden, the moist breeze touches his cheek as a caress, and betrays arms extended in anticipated embrace.  Sabachthani!

The Lamb of God as “Faith” bleats to understand!

I should have had the Joy / Without the Fear – to justify – knowing I was effecting the will of my Father.  What place belongs to Fear in this bonding of Son and Father?  

In an earlier day, an earlier Son of Promise mingled Joy with Fear in these heights of Moriah.  Isaac accompanied Abraham up this path and casting his eyes from east to west had Joy diluted by Fear as Abraham bound him tight and lifted him on the altar.

‘God will provide, my Son, my only Son.  God will provide the sacrifice.’

‘Sabachthani!’ pleaded Isaac as Abraham raised his knife.  The terror of human sacrifice written on the faces of both Father and Son washed away in relief with the bleating of a ram, there – caught in a thicket.  Thorns encompassed its crown and it was held fast.

The Palm – without the Calvary – allowed for a triumphal welcome but avoided the cost of covenant So Savior – crucify – and Jesus’ prayer in the midst of his dereliction.  Sabachthani!

The words scald in every generation.  When I have used them, I have scalded both God and another.  Others have used them of me.  And God has as well.  We are both forsaken and we have been forsaken.  The upshot is our isolation and utter dependence on our own adequacy.  Left alone, we discover our need of one another and of God as well.  That moment was palpable in the darkness of Golgotha when self-reliance proved empty and demonstrated how much like us Jesus had become.  

The Word took on flesh, we say, and we have beheld his glory – such glory as befits the Father’s only son, full of grace and truth.  In the scalding heat of the moment, in this furnace of redemption, Grace and Truth are exposed not to the light of day, but to the darkness of men’s hearts.  Glory other than such as this touches no one.  Glory such as this brings healing on wings that rescues and reclaims, as God’s own.

Such vitalized Wine is shed for you and for many for the remission of sins: finding a new covenant and its attending new Promise in the very dregs of a Cup drained.  Jesus provides vitality and new life at the point of despair.  Defeat and dangerous reefs compass us about on every side and we discover our complete reliance on Grace – never warranted.  The Mediterranean winds find the reefs outside a City wall and regardless of age or station, defeat seeps around the crosses.  Nameless witnesses of the dead and dying linger out of curiosity and fear and hear a word of prayer that sounds familiar in the darkened hour: Sabachthani!  

Priest and Century, Mother and Disciple, Felon and Beggar hear, as in their own voice, and as one voice: Forsaken!  And in that instant, God’s presence overflows the hilltop with his train – and in that moment feet stand on holy ground.

We thirst at first – ’tis Nature’s Act –

I thirst.

We thirst at first – ’tis Nature’s Act –

And later – when we die –

A little Water supplicate –

Of fingers going by –

It intimates the finer want –

Whose adequate supply

Is that Great Water in the West –

Termed Immortality –

Emily Dickinson

John: 19: 28 After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to fulfill the scripture), “I am thirsty.” 29 A jar full of sour wine was standing there. So they put a sponge full of the wine on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth.
The words are almost imperceptible.  Tongue cloying to the roof of the mouth, the phase is more intimated than spoken.  A little Water supplicate – please, as we die.  Not water?  Then vinegar.  Cracked lips pressed against a sponge burn in a gesture of compassion from a Century near by.

I have not know such thirst; few of us have.  I have seen it among the ill and in some who are near death.  Paper cups with crushed ice and cardboard sticks with coloured sponges soothe the ill and infirm.  Always the sponge is passively applied, and the beneficiary is completely dependant on the compassion of the caregiver.  I have seen some patients strain to assure enough moisture.  The cup returned to a side table, the medical cardboard lance with the sponge is beyond reach.  

‘I thirst.’

The opportunities we have to come close to the sick and dying provide us with a glimpse of Golgotha.  

‘If any are thirsty,’ Jesus had said on one occasion in the Temple, ‘let him come to me and drink.’

And now he expresses his thirst in a phrase strange to most of us.

The occasion is not familiar.

This is no opportunity to share a coffee or have a beer.  This is not a moment of companionship over a Scottish single malt.  Those occasions give rise to other needs we have and know.  Such events speak to the need we have of others’ company.  Those occasions provide us with a needed exchange of time and interest.

But ‘I thirst,’ stands alone.

The primordial appetite of thirst wells up from the very depth of our being and Jesus’ solidarity with all creation is echoed in his appeal.  More than his need for rest, more than his need for food, Jesus strains to voice his need of water.

Elementary in life, our need of water distances us from most of the world.  A tap provides clean, refreshing water that we prefer to colour, flavour, fortify, distil, steep, percolate and brew.  We don’t particularly like to drink it.

Our thirst is not a need, not in the sense that Jesus expressed in the closing hours of the drama of reclamation on this holy ground.  Our thirst is addressed by celebration, entertainment and recreation.  

Seldom are our needs deeply felt, and when they are, seldom are they expressed to another.

Jesus’ weakness in his waning hours draws him close to those nearby – and closer to some than others perhaps.  One may have heard his strained attempt and dismissed it out of hand; another may have heard something, but preoccupied, ignored it and continued with his thoughts.  One however caught the word and knowing its meaning was moved to compassion.

In the darkness it is difficult to see how compassion moves amongst people.  The darkness covers faces of scepticism and guilt.  It is hard to make out the hesitant gesture that almost reached for a sponge.  The hand that did place a sponge on a branch of hyssop belonged to one who allowed Jesus’ thirst, and responded to it.

Thirst went beyond the penalty of death.  Thirst allowed a common ground to be found and went beyond the accusation of sedition or blasphemy – and what are such accusations to a Century after all?  Reaching beyond race and culture and faith, thirst brought Gentile and Jew together even for a moment where Compassion was known.

And did that Century know?  

Could he have ever guessed that the One who convened this assembly on this holy hill outside this holy City – could he have ever guessed that this One was known as The Compassionate?  

Need expressed and need met find The Compassionate in the transaction.  Not a swallow of vinegar; not even a half a cup of tepid water, but God himself – The Compassionate – in a gesture where need is met out of recognition and a heart that was now less a stranger.

A word is dead 

It is finished.

A word is dead 

When it is said, 

Some say.

I say it just 

Begins to live 

That day.

Emily Dickinson

John: 19: 30 When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished.” Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.
Accomplishment glorifies the Father.  Nothing else can.  ‘I have glorified you by completing the work which you have given me to do,’ Jesus had prayed the previous evening in Gethsemane.  The prayer said, the arrest followed.

Through the course of a sleepless night Jesus was led by stages to a path that led him inexorably through a City and out beyond the walls.  Others accompanied him.  Some, sentenced as he had been, bore the weight of a cross beam as well.  Others followed along the route that led to a gate and from the gate on to a hill not a great distance.

People had taken notice of Jesus’ entry into the City a week earlier and had been attracted by their curiosity and his reputation.  Others now found themselves attracted by a week filled with events that served to clarify a reputation that had become a threat.  Some came moved by idle disinterest, while some harboured hopes that seemed threatened by the course of events of the day.

As with a furrowed brow, nature had darkened the day and the hopes of those assembled.  Those without faith in the ministry of the Nazarene felt justified in a day’s work done; those whose faith had been tested by the events of the day felt that all had been lost.  They heard the words thinly voiced. ‘It is finished,’ and they thought it done.

A word is dead / When it is said – or so they thought.  Spoken on the air, the words flew out – they knew not where.  

‘It is finished,’ carried finality and accomplishment.  And a hint of failure for those whose sight was failing.  Hope in the face of it could fly no further.  None of the words could be recalled and the phrase, while heard, could not be any more contained.  As with a final breath, these words rushed out and for some they were all that was left.

In its utterance the course was run, a flag was waved, a cloth dropped, a horn sounded.  After this nothing more was to be expected – nothing more was to be heard, to be done, neither to be seen.  

What had been begun was now accomplished and that had achieved the glory of the Father.

Straining eyes and ears provided no vision of glory here.  The shuffling of feet and the whipping of cloth in the wake of a growing wind did not stir the heart, did not quicken the pulse – no glory called men to attention.  The cloak of darkness hid whatever glory there might have been from the eyes of men both haughty and fearful.  The City lay as asleep in the midst of day, a quiet of night; eddies of wind sounded loudly in the ears of those keeping vigil.

‘It is finished,’ and in its completion Mother and Disciple saw the end of a life that had touched the refuse and broken from Galilee to Judah.  The accumulation of encounters touching the lives of men and women and youths found its culmination on this craggy hilltop.  

Begun there and ended here.

Or so some thought.

I say it just / Begins to live / That day – so wrote a poet who saw in an ending a new beginning.  For what is finished reached beyond the arm’s-breadth of a Cross and embraced the assembled broken.  Beyond the narrow radius of a man’s reach the hand of God reached farther still to touch the broken lives of Gentile and Jew alike.  A reach that retraced a path that led here from a Judgement Hall and further still.

What had ended had just begun to live / That day!  The effect of obedience took flight, and gave life in the darkness that shrouds the daily routine of folks held captive.  That day, and into the next, the Promised One brought promise to the hopeless and the helpless.  Those fraught with greed and envy and malice, rooted in fear were redeemed.  Those without creeds and those without sacraments were soon to discover that they were not without God.  Those who felt moved to defend a shallow faith were quickened in a life freshly begun.

And That day continues yet.

History holds not the record of a Passion.  Ours is not a faithful dramatization of words uttered perhaps in an effort to contain a Promised Son fixed to a Cross.  No chancel drama this.  That day continues to dawn in each successive day as obedience accomplished echoes truth down the corridors of time to this hour that finds us keeping vigil.  ‘It is finished.’  It continuously is finished – the reclaiming work of the Father in the covenant promise of forgiveness.

In the knowledge of that accomplishment, creeds take on new meaning and sacraments new purpose – as signs and seals of a realized promise made in the darkness over a holy City atop a holy hill.

Where Thou art – that – is Home –

Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.

Where Thou art – that – is Home –

Cashmere – or Calvary – the same –

Degree – or Shame –

I scarce esteem Location’s Name –

So I may Come –

What Thou dost – is Delight –

Bondage as Play – be sweet –

Imprisonment – Content –

And Sentence – Sacrament –

Just We two – meet –

Where Thou art not – is Woe –

Tho’ Bands of Spices – row –

What Thou dost not – Despair –

Tho’ Gabriel – praise me – Sir –

Emily Dickinson

Luke 23:  44 It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon, 45 while the sun’s light failed; and the curtain of the temple was torn in two. 46 Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.” Having said this, he breathed his last.
How else might we imagine Jesus’ commendation of his spirit?  

As with Peter in an earlier day – asking Jesus where he might go apart from the presence he had grown to trust – how might Jesus have considered the disposition of his spirit – but by placing his trust in the hands of his Father?  God’s hand was upon him from before he was born in Bethlehem.  God’s hand remained on him still.  Where Thou art – that – is Home / Cashmere – or Calvary – the same – the location is not esteemed by this Son.  Wherever the Father may be: that is home.  And where might Jesus not find the Father?  Where indeed might omnipresence hide?  He finds him on Calvary.  Among the opposed and the oppressed he is there.  

The veil of the Temple now torn in two, no longer is God confined in a room, by a mind, in a thought.  No fabric can contain him and no space can define him.  Jesus is at home and can commend himself to his Father, his ministry accomplished.

Just We two – meet – at the crest of a hill outside a City wall.  Outside the familiar and the acceptable, Jesus discovered that Bondage is sweet, and Imprisonment contentment.  His sentence is carried out at the insistence of the whole world.  His offering becomes then for him and now for us sacrament.  

What we have witnessed together these few hours points beyond itself hidden and exposed in darkness and demonstrates grace characteristic of God’s promise to give us that which we so desperately need: forgiveness.  

The Word of God took on flesh and it is here that his glory is demonstrated.  Grace and Truth are seen dimly on a Cross, cradled in the hands of God.

Had the meeting been at another time and at another place we might well have missed it.  Had the assembly been avoided or cancelled we would not have come here today.  But from beginning to end, the darkness filling the afternoon of this spring month of Nissan wrapped hope that might be known, and a promise made, remembered and kept.

Our reclamation is no product of a punitive God meaning to scare us more than we have been frightened already in this life.  Our redemption, rather, is the glory of God for the truth of his promise: a covenant sealed in the blood of the Lamb seen by those who see beyond the agony and shame of crucifixion.

The time is coming, indeed it now is, that a pledge is written on our hearts – a pledge that we have been forgiven and that our secret Crime is remembered no more against us.

Our salvation comes at a cost.  That cost is not weighed by a pound of flesh nor measured by the count of the lash.  The cost of our salvation is the obedience seen through to a conclusion that has the Son of Promise commit his spirit into the hands of his Father.  

Our rescue is not reduced to a timely escape from the pain of conscience or penalty.  Rather, it is the gift of forgiveness in spite of all, that has been a thread throughout this afternoon’s story of the Cross and the Crucified.  

Who has been forgiven?  Well, you have… and so have you… and you as well; and so have I.   There has been no time on this hilltop for liturgy or penance.  Why, we didn’t think it necessary, did we?  While we may have feared for the punishment of untold Crime, we considered forgiveness a less likely alternative.  

No, the time spent here has allowed us to keep the darkened company of soldier and priest, of Mother and disciple, of felon and curious onlooker – withdrawn and hopeful.

The Century’s confession of faith becomes the natural response to Jesus’ initiative of forgiveness: This is God’s Son.

Poetry selections by Emily Dickinson

Homilist: The Reverend Canon Jim Irvine
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