Good Friday 2011

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 

He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 

I have never given any thought as to why the Christian Church has, for most of its history, reserved the account of Jesus's passion - his suffering and death -from St. John's Gospel for Good Friday. Perhaps it is because it stands out as different from Matthew, Mark and Luke - so much so that the other three are referred to as the 'synoptic' gospels - meaning 'to be read together.' Perhaps it is because it seems to be, what one Christian teacher of the second century, Clement of Alexandria, referred to as the 'spiritual gospel.' Or perhaps because it seems to offer clearer answers to questions about God, faith, salvation, and so on. For whatever reason, John it is for us on Good Friday. I began by reading the opening of John's Gospel, for without it the rest of John makes little sense. 

Before considering what John in his Gospel has to say to us of the cross of Christ, this cross to which we are drawn on this day, we need to recall some things about this Gospel. John’s Gospel is most likely the last of the four gospels to be written. As such, it presents to us sustained theological and spiritual reflection upon the experience of Jesus. Perhaps some sixty or seventy years after Jesus’ earthly ministry we have John contemplating who Jesus was and is and the good news that was embodied in his very Person. So in John we find Jesus refer to himself through a series of rich images not found in the other gospels – bread of life; way, truth and life; vine; good shepherd; resurrection and life; and so on. The opening of John’s Gospel sets the picture. Why and how does it do this?

If we ever read novels then we will know that it is the opening few pages if not sentences that have to grab the attention. If they do not then personally I rarely persevere. It might be a dramatic turn of phrase. The introduction of a fascinating character. John similarly seeks to grab our attention, and he does so by introducing us not to Jesus in a homely setting, but in a cosmic one. Luke, for example, unfolds his tale gradually by telling us of the great events around Jesus’ birth. Mark, by contrast, is straight in with the adult Jesus off and running – preaching, healing, teaching, travelling. John gives us almost a theological poem – ‘In the beginning was the Word…and the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.’ Now on Good Friday you may well be surprised that this passage is our focus.These opening verses from John are traditionally read at carol services and one of the services over Christmas. ‘The Word was made flesh…’ That’s about the baby in the manger, isn’t it? Though actually John never mentions it. 

Let’s look more closely. Remember – in these opening verses John is setting out his stall. He is grabbing our attention, and giving us the clues to how we should read the rest of his gospel. That includes how we should understand the suffering and death of Jesus. It tells us how we should view Good Friday. If we were tempted to view that day as one of failure and loss, and nothing more, John says ‘Well read my opening sentences and then see what you think.’ So how do these opening words help us to understand Good Friday and the cross?

First of all, the word Word. Jesus is presented to us as God’s self-expression. Just as at the beginning of the Book of Genesis, God spoke, and it was very good so now God speaks and his word is ‘Jesus.’ The Word was there at the very beginning involved in God’s speaking out in creation. Whenever we consider Jesus we have to look on him as the very self-expression of God. As Paul puts it in his Letter to the Colossians:

15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 16for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him. 17He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 18He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. 19For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 20and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. 

When we look at the cross, we see there God’s Word, God’s self-expression.

So what, then, does God say there on the cross? Let us take two words from that opening prologue to John’s Gospel? First life. John says ‘What has come into being in him [Jesus] was life…’ 
It may seem ironic that what was about death – the cross, a means of execution – was actually with Christ about life. God’s word to us, though, is always life. The same God who created all things wants to bring all things back for himself giving new life, life in all its fullness. What was true at the beginning of all things was true on the cross and is true now. Today is Good rather than bad Friday, because God  offers us his good gift of life. Jesus, God’s own self-expression, is a word of life.

And then a second word light. John writes ‘What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.’
 The life of God is also the light of God. What God speaks in Jesus is a word to bring us light. Not to leave us in darkness. That is not to say we will be forced to see. John also writes:

He [Christ] was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.

The Word that is Christ was rejected and this is vividly expressed by his trial, suffering and death. Yet he came as the light of the world so today is a day of light – to see and understand.

I hope that on this Good Friday St. John has grabbed your attention. He is pointing us to Jesus. He is saying that this man on the cross is the Word made flesh, God's self-expression. What God looks like is, as far as we can grasp it, like this. God is light and life - and this is extended to you and me. 
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