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Good Friday, 14 April 2017 
Shepherd-by-the-Sea, Gualala 

James Knutsen 
 

[Isaiah 52:13—53:12; Psalm 22; Hebrews 10:16-25; John 18:1—19:24] 
 
 

 
Words fail. What does one say, today? If there is an 
occasion on which words fail, this is it. 
 
And yet, it is part of our tradition, our practice, that 
in addition to hearing the words of Scripture in 
today’s readings, and in addition to the words of 
tradition in the liturgy, that we, that someone—and 
here and today that happens to be me—that 
someone come up with some words today, that we 
feel our way towards some kind of stammering, 
some kind of saying.  
 
And I ask you to stammer your way toward some 
words today, perhaps only a few, or perhaps just 
one, one word that is yours, today. As you listen 
now, and as the liturgy proceeds, or perhaps later in 
the day, find some silence, and perhaps a word will 
emerge, or a few words, that say it for you, today, 
this year, this time, today. 
 
Some word or phrase that might express something 
of why, for you, we are here, why we are doing this, 
why we have returned again to this place, the place 
of the skull, Golgotha, why we have gathered again 
at the foot of the cross… why we gather again, in 
memory, in imagination, in prayer, and, through the 
Spirit, in truth; to watch yet again this travesty of 
justice, this political murder, this suffering and 
death of an innocent man by the cruelest form of 
execution the ancient world could come up with.  
 
Why do we come, why do we do this, again? 
 
What do you say? 
 

* 
 
Infinite openness. Those are the words that came to 
me as I contemplated this day.  
 
Infinite openness. 
 

* 
 
One might observe that we are kind of obsessed, we 
Christians, obsessed with the events that unfolded 
on three particular days—out of the whole span of 
history, we come back again and again, not just 
once a year, but every week, to these three days—
and in one particular place—out of the whole world, 
we return to this particular place, a city in a 
troublesome eastern province of the Roman Empire. 
Out of the whole span of human history and 
geography, we return, again and again, not only 
year by year, but week by week and even day by 
day to these three days, in that place, as if they 
mattered, and matter, more than any other days in 
any other place in all of history. It’s worth stepping 
back and noting, from time to time, that people 
might well see all this as a little bit strange, a bit 
obsessive, or even a bit deluded. Why wouldn’t 
someone think this a bit strange? 
 
Why do we do this?  What word or words will you 
find for that? 
 

* 
 
The three days: the Latin word is “triduum.” Three 
days reckoned in the Biblical and Hebrew tradition, 
in which the day is understood as beginning at 
sundown. So, the first of the three days began 
yesterday evening, when Christians commemorate 
that Last Supper, the institution of the Eucharist, 
Jesus washing his disciples’ feet, the betrayal by 
Judas, Jesus’s prayer in Gethsemane, and his arrest 
and nighttime interrogation, while nearby, Peter 
denies three times that he knew Jesus. 
 
Now we are still in that first day, as we 
commemorate the crucifixion, death, and burial of 
Jesus. (So, in fact, the observances of  Maundy 
Thursday and Good Friday together amount to one 
day, day one.) The second day runs from this 
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evening through tomorrow evening, a day of 
silence, the day of Jesus’s dead body lying in the 
tomb. Jesus, resting… observing the Sabbath, the 
Great Sabbath. The day when, in the imagination 
and story-telling of the ancient Church, Jesus 
descended into the place of the dead, Hades or Hell, 
the place of separation from God, and filled it with 
light, summoning all those who languished in 
darkness into the new light of the Kingdom of God. 
 
And the third day begins at sundown Saturday and 
runs through sundown Sunday, the first day of the 
week, sometimes called the Eighth Day, the first 
day of the new creation, the Day of Resurrection. 
 

* 
 
But today we linger at the Cross. Today, you might 
say, we force ourselves to stay here, and to look at 
the crucified one, because apart from the 
senselessness of today, none of the rest of it will 
make sense.  If we forget on Easter Day that we are 
celebrating the resurrection of this person, this…  
crucified… Jesus… if we make of Easter a 
celebration merely of springtime, a generic 
celebration of life coming out of death as if it were 
a matter of course, then, quite simply, we are 
pagans. This is not generic. It is this particular 
human being, this dead Jew, and no one else, who 
rose from the dead into a radically new embodied 
existence, and will raise us as well. 
 
Only the senselessness of what we behold today can 
begin to make sense of the whole three days, and of 
why we come back to these days again and again 
and again. This is the one who rose from the dead. 
He rose as the Crucified One. 
 
How did you come to be here? Why have you come 
to linger at the Cross? Do you have a word for that? 
Or silence? The silence of not knowing, the silence 
of waiting, the silence of all words failing? What 
has brought you here today? 
 
 

* 
 

Infinite openness. 
 

A bit earlier in John’s Gospel, soon after his arrival 
in Jerusalem, Jesus says, 
 
And I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
people to myself.  
 
And to make sure we don’t miss the point, John 
adds, 
 
He said this to signify by what kind of death he was 
about to die. (John 12:32f) 
 
John’s Gospel, which we’ve heard today, wants to 
show us this strange magnetism in the crucified 
Jesus.  
 
And I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
people to myself.  
 
The first people to hear or read John’s Gospel in the 
first century knew very well how horrific 
crucifixion was. They didn’t need to be reminded of 
that, nor did John want them to forget. But he 
wanted to try to tell the story in such a way to show, 
somehow, that radiating out from this body in 
agony is a presence, an embrace that includes 
everyone and everything, an infinite openness. So 
he gives us these extraordinary images, of the 
seamless tunic, “woven in one piece from the top,” 
and of Jesus bestowing his mother and his beloved 
disciple to one another. 
 
Infinite openness. 
 

* 
 
Sometimes Christians have spoken of the cross and 
of the sufferings of Jesus in a way that emphasizes 
the sufferings of Jesus at the expense of other 
human suffering, as if to suggest that any other 
human suffering is diminished into insignificance 
by comparison. How can you complain about your 
suffering? Look what he went through!  
 
Does that sound familiar? 
 
This, I think, is profoundly wrong on several levels, 
even if only a step or two removed from something 
profoundly true. First, on just the plain facts level, 
from Jesus’s arrest through his death was probably 
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around 16 hours—16 hours or so of brutality, 
humiliation and terrible pain and suffering—but we 
know of countless cases of people suffering at least 
equally and in some ways much more horrifically, 
in so many ways, and sometimes day after day after 
day, and for long, dehumanizing periods of time. 
It’s happening, right now, in our world, cruelty and 
suffering that boggle the mind and can paralyze the 
heart. Woe to us if we somehow make of Jesus an 
excuse to forget those sister and brothers or to 
minimize what is happening to them. 
 
Second, this approach—how can you complain? 
look what he went through!—seeks to shame and 
silence people, to push them away, to force them 
back into the isolation of their own suffering. 
Perhaps we even do this to ourselves. This talk 
comes from a place quite remote from the 
compassion of Christ, and it’s the opposite of the 
magnetism, the infinite openness that John seeks to 
describe. Jesus suffered what happened to him with 
the infinite openness of God. It is only in this sense 
that we can say that his suffering is somehow 
“greater” than anything we might go through, the 
fact that he suffered in infinite innocence, infinite 
vulnerability, infinite openness.  
 
If we can glimpse this, John is saying, we will not 
be shamed, we will not be diminished, our own 
sufferings will not be trivialized. Nor will we be let 
off the hook for the sufferings of others. Rather, we 
will be attracted, drawn in our own vulnerability 
into Jesus’s gentle, magnetic embrace. And we will 
find that God is already present with us and in us in 
the midst of our suffering, in ways we previously 
could not perceive or imagine. We will find that we 
are beginning to be healed, and brought into 
relationship, into communion with God, with 
others; not thrust out into darkness and shame, but 
beckoned to the dawning of the new creation. 
 
Have you been “trained” somehow to diminish or 
ignore your own suffering?  
 
If that’s been our training, how then can we be 
present to others in their suffering?  
 
In the radiance of the embrace of Jesus crucified, 
there is room for us all. 
 

Infinite openness. 
 

* 
 
There’s a traditional theological formula—and I 
believe it to be true—that goes like this: 
 
The Divine Attributes are really identical among 
themselves and with the Divine Essence. 
 
This is because God is One.  
 
We speak of the “Divine Attriubutes.” We speak, 
that is, of God’s power, and God’s justice, and 
God’s mercy, and God’s wrath, and so on. As 
human beings who use human language based in 
human experience it is necessary for us to do that, 
to name the Divine Reality as “it” is refracted 
through the multiplicity of our human experience. 
 
But God is God, and God is one. God is 
incomprehensible to our minds, but not because 
God is complicated. It is precisely God’s simplicity 
as God that is so far beyond our capacity to 
comprehend. God is God, and God is one. And so in 
reality, God’s power, and God’s justice, and God’s 
mercy, and God’s wrath, and God’s love, are all the 
same “thing,” are all God, Godself, all one, because 
God is one. 
 
And today—and perhaps this is one way to think 
about why we are here, why it is so important for us 
to stand before the Cross—today we see God’s most 
astonishing “attribute.” Today the divine simplicity 
is revealed, the simplicity that is beyond our 
capacity to comprehend. As we hear Isaiah say 
today, 
 
So he shall startle many nations; kings shall shut 
their mouths because of him; for that which had not 
been told them they shall see, and that which they 
had not heard they shall contemplate. 
 
Today we see the vulnerability of God, the 
weakness of God, the impotence of God.  
 
Today we are invited to shed our illusions and 
contemplate God’s incapacity to force us in any 
way at all.  
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And here’s the thing: 
 
The Divine Attributes are really identical among 
themselves and with the Divine Essence. 
 
So, the vulnerability of God, the weakness of God, 
the impotence of God is identical with the justice of 
God, the mercy of God, the wrath of God, the 
power of God, the love of God. And like all these, 
the vulnerability of God is identical with the Divine 
Essence, with God’s Being, with who God is.  
 
Infinite openness. 
 

* 
 
About John’s portrayal of the passion and death of 
Jesus, Martin Smith writes,  
 
John is communicating through these images his 
deep conviction that God has no coercive power. 
God cannot overpower us, nor force us in any 
direction. In the vulnerability of the cross God 
reveals that the only power that can change us is 
one that attracts us freely, with the offer of healing.1 
 
And of Jesus crucified Hans Urs von Balthasar 
wrote:  
 
He alone would henceforth be the measure and thus 
also the meaning of all impotence. He wanted to 
sink so low that in the future all falling would be a 
falling into him, and every streamlet of bitterness 
and despair would henceforth run down into his 
lowermost abyss.2 
 
Infinite openness. 
 
Today we are shown something that we can only 
very slowly come to understand, as the love of God 
awakens and grows in us. Today we see God’s 
vulnerability. Jesus reigns from his throne, from the 
cross, as king of glory. Today we see that God’s 
power, God’s omnipotence, is identical with God’s 

                                                
1 Martin Smith, Love Set Free: Meditations on the Passion 
According to St. John (Boston: Cowley, 1998), 22. 
2 Han Urs von Balthasar, Heart of the World (San Francisco, 
Ignatius, 1979), 43; quoted in Gordon Lathrop, Holy Ground: 
A Liturgical Cosmology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 218n. 

vulnerability. His power is his weakness. His 
vulnerability is his omnipotence. In his weakness, in 
his surrender in death, in his dying, he is making all 
things new. The weakness of Jesus crucified is the 
power of the Creator. 
 
What might happen if this power—this 
vulnerability, this mercy, this weakness, this justice, 
this love, this infinite openness—what might 
happen if this God took hold of us? 
 
What might happen to you, to me, if that happened?  
 
Do you have a word for that, today? 
 
Today we are in the presence of this power. Today 
we can open our hearts to allow this love, this 
weakness, this power, this vulnerability, this 
impotent omnipotence, this infinite openness, to 
transform us, little by little, as we let ourselves 
fall… fall… free fall, into him, into the lowermost 
abyss of his compassion, his infinite openness, into 
the new creation. 


