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 Lord have mercy upon us, Christ have mercy upon us, Lord have mercy upon us. Amen 

 

 I have to admit, I’ve never really liked that hymn. Perhaps because I’ve never really 

understood it. “Were you there when they crucified my Lord?” The answer is, “No, I was not there! 

None of us were there!” What a silly thing to ask and an even sillier thing to sing about. And besides, 

the hymn is too simple.  It… “Sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble…” Where is the 

deep theology about the suffering, pain and agony of the Savior? Where is the doctrine of Justification 

by grace through faith so profound in good Lutheran hymns? And besides, this hymn doesn’t sound 

like the hymns of European heritage that we are accustomed to singing in our Lutheran congregations. 

This hymn is an African spiritual… the kind of tune we hardly ever hear or sing. 

 Noted mid-20th century author and English professor Margaret Just Butcher said that African 

spirituals,  
 

“Though ostensibly naïve and simple, are intrinsically profound. Underneath the broken words, 

childlike imagery, and peasant simplicity, lie and epic intensity and a tragic depth of religious 

emotion...”  
 

And she’s right. Simple yet profound. Elementary but quite advanced. And it’s supposed to be that 

way. The words aren’t easily forgotten. On our journey this hour to the hill called Calvary, words like 

these will resonated in our mind and in our heart. They will remain on our lips and we will repeat 

over and over again. And the tune? How could we even begin to forget the tune? 

 Good Friday is filled with imagery. There is no secret about this night. We want to be brought along 

side of our Savior. And though we stand in tremendous awe over the miracles of Jesus. Though we 

often ponder how He healed the sick and raised the dead. Though we often meditate on what makes 

Jesus “super human,” not so much tonight.  It’s all about God’s humiliation. Tonight, the man Jesus… 

in all His humanity is set before us. A God who bleeds, a God who dies. 

 “Behold, the man,” has been our refrain through this Lenten season. Sometimes it’s easy to forget. 

Our God became man… totally and completely a man… with bones and joints and veins and internal 

organs. Every harsh word He heard from the Sanhedrin or the crowd who would accuse Him hurt His 

feelings as much as it would hurt you.  Every blow he received on Good Friday hurt as much as it 

would hurt you. When they stripped Him naked to put on that purple garment, He felt every bit of 

humiliation as you would if you were to be stripped before a crowd of strangers today. The crown 

made of thorns jammed onto His skull, hurt every bit as badly for Him as you could ever imagine it 

would on you. Behold, the man who did not use His divine power to dodge the work He was given 

to do for you nor did He use it to diminish the pain He would suffer for you. Behold, the man who in 

every way was a man who felt every hammer blow, who thirsted, who struggled to breathe… bled, 

suffocated and died. “Were you there when the crucified my Lord?” 

 “Anamnesis.” Maybe you’ve heard this word before.  It’s from a Greek word that means 

“remembrance.” This night, we are not “literally” gathering at the foot of the cross… with Mary our 

Lord’s mother… with John, the disciple He loved. No, rather, this night we gather to “remember” 

what happened on the day we call a horrendous “Good.” So, when God’s people come together on 

this Holy Night and ponder this blessed horrific night, it doesn’t mean that this night Jesus is being 

crucified.  It doesn’t mean, when we ask the question, “were you there…” that we literally mean, 

“where you there two thousand years ago with Mary and John and the Roman soldiers and whoever 

else wanted to gaze upon the sufferings of three men – on the Lord Himself – that awful afternoon.” 

No, rather, anamnesis. We sing about remembering. And in our remembrance… we are there. With 

our sins upon His shoulders, we were there. With you and me in mind… with a love that only God 



Himself could comprehend… His love for you… His dying bleeding love… had us right there with 

Jesus. 

 “Were you there?” Yes you were. In such a way that we cannot begin to comprehend, His suffering, 

bleeding and dying, had you in mind. His death was for you. In a mysterious way that goes beyond 

understanding you were there… but you weren’t the one dying. You were there to receive life. You 

were there as the one loved by God… with the Father’s judgment upon you because you are the law 

breaker… the sinner extraordinaire… but then there is Jesus, bleeding and dying on that tree making 

a plea for you. Speaking out disjointedly as one trying to suck oxygen while breathing out words… 

“My Father, I die for Susan and Michael and Billy, and Frank. I die for Rachel, and Karen and Bill.  

I will name them all, dear Father. Because this day, I die with them. Their sins on my shoulders… 

Their life for my life.” 

 I have to admit, I’ve never really liked that hymn. Perhaps because I’ve never really understood it. 

But today, right now, I do. Behold, the man… when they crucified my Lord.  Behold the man…. 

when they nailed Him to the tree.  Behold, the man… when they laid Him in the tomb.  Behold the 

man, our God who dies for those He loves. He finished the greatest work for you, but He is not 

finished. There is more! And that is what we sing about now. (Please stand) 

456 Were You There 
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Amen. 

 

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 

  

  


