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THE GATHERING OF GOD'S PEOPLE 
 

Service Note 

Today is one of the grey areas of the Christian year: 

a day when the lights are dimmed and the sky feels overcast even if it isn’t: 

a day when theologians and poets feel as if a heavy veil is drawn over heart and mind. 

An inexplicably sad day. 
 

We resist the grey areas of life, preferring to see everything in black and white, and yet… 
 

In the grey light of early morning - after a night in the ecclesiastical high court, and denial by one of his own 

circle - Jesus found himself at the gates of the reluctant Pilate, who promptly tried to hand him back to the Jews. 
 

And though the sun rose that morning, the whole world turned grey for the One who found himself without 

friend or helper, faced with drinking a cup he’d prayed would be turned away from him, knowing that life was 

about to be drained out of him. 
 

We are invited to accompany Jesus through this grey day: to be witnesses to his suffering, to keep silence before 

his cry of dereliction. In our imaginations, let us trudge through Jerusalem, until we come to the place of the 

Cross: and then, let us not turn our faces away. 
 

Here is a day marked by the brokenness of the world. But it is not a day to wallow in misery, or to indulge in 

morbid thoughts about the crucifixion. It is simply a somber, dignified day when we remember how it was for 

Jesus, and find at the foot of the cross a place to lay down ours and the world’s sorrow. 
 

On grey days it is hard to see clearly, difficult to understand things that aren’t clear. Yet all we are asked to do 

today is to be present to the sacred story as it is retold, and to the inexplicable, mysterious, wondrous transaction 

that was, and still is taking place. 
 

Prelude  

Call to Worship 

Today God makes common cause with our human suffering.  We read the Scriptures, sing the hymns, and 

feel the feelings, and remember the day that Christ died.   Suffering is not rational, there is no easy or 

satisfying answer to suffering.  But in the cross God meets us in our suffering.  From this day forward we 

know that there is nowhere we can go where God is not with us.  God, into your hands we commend our 

spirits. Let us worship God. 
 

Prayer of the Day 

Gracious God, on this day you stand in solidarity with us, for our pain is your pain.  We believe – help our 

unbelief – that you forgive us, for we know not what we do. 
 

Hymn    “What Wondrous Love Is This”     WONDROUS LOVE 
 

Call to Confession 

The promise of our faith is that if we call on the name of the Lord, our God will remember our sin no more. 

Therefore, let us confess our wrongdoing. 
 

Corporate Prayer of Confession (unison) 

God of Passion, on this day of betrayal and death, we remember those times we have been part of the 

crowd seeking our best interest over what is right and good. God of Fidelity, on this day of fear and 

denial, we remember those times when we choose the path of safety over loyalty to your way. God of 

Constant Presence, on this day of despair and loss, we remember the ways we have wandered away 

from your presence, only to complain that we are abandoned. God of the Cross, for all the ways we have 

missed the mark, all the ways we have come up short, forgive us. Through your Grace bring us back into 

relationship. Help us find the path again. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wew2dCENh-8


(Moment for Silent Reflection) 

Declaration of Forgiveness & The Peace of Christ 

Even in the face of betrayal and rebellion, even in the face of death and denial, even in the face of fear and 

despair, God's Grace knows no bounds. We ARE forgiven, we ARE called back into relationship,  we ARE set 

back on the path that leads to the Kingdom of God. Alleluia! Thanks be to God! Amen. 
 

THE WORD OF GOD READ AND PROCLAIMED 
 

Hebrew Scripture Lesson  Lamentations 1:12; 3: 1 – 8, 16 – 24  

Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? 

    Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow, 

    which was brought upon me, which the Lord inflicted on the day of his fierce anger.  
 

I am one who has seen affliction under the rod of God’s wrath; 

he has driven and brought me into darkness without any light; 

against me alone he turns his hand, again and again, all day long. 

He has made my flesh and my skin waste away, and broken my bones; 

he has besieged and enveloped me with bitterness and tribulation; 

he has made me sit in darkness like the dead of long ago. 

He has walled me about so that I cannot escape; he has put heavy chains on me; 

though I call and cry for help, he shuts out my prayer; 
 

He has made my teeth grind on gravel, and made me cower in ashes; 

my soul is bereft of peace; I have forgotten what happiness is; 

so I say, “Gone is my glory, and all that I had hoped for from the Lord.” 

The thought of my affliction and my homelessness is wormwood and gall! 

My soul continually thinks of it and is bowed down within me. 

But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope: 

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; 

they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 

“The Lord is my portion,” says my soul, “therefore I will hope in him.” 
 

Gospel Lesson  John 19: 16b – 18, 23, 28 – 30  

So they took Jesus; and carrying the cross by himself, he went out to what is called The Place of the Skull, 

which in Hebrew is called Golgotha. There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, with 

Jesus between them. 
 

When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his clothes and divided them into four parts, one for each 

soldier. 
 

After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to fulfill the scripture), “I am thirsty.” 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. When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished.” Then he bowed his head and gave up 

his spirit. 
 

Special Music   “When You Prayed Beneath the Trees” Arr. Lloyd Larson 

When you prayed beneath the trees, it was for me, O Lord. 

When you cried upon your knees how could it be, O Lord. 

When in blood and sweat and tears, you dismissed your final fears, 

When you faced the soldiers’ spears, you stood for me, O Lord. 

When their triumph looked complete, it was for me. O Lord. 

When it seemed like your defeat, they could not see, O Lord! 

When you faced the mob alone, you were silent as a stone, 

And a tree became your throne; you came for me, O Lord. 

When you stumbled up the road, you walked for me, O Lord; 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MhXslaB5h50


When you took your deadly load, that heavy tree, O Lord; 

When they lifted you on high, and they nailed you up to die, 

And when darkness filled the sky, it was for me, O Lord. 
 

Sermon   Thirst   Rev. Anthony L. Larson 

Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?  Look around and see. 

Is any suffering like my suffering…that the Lord inflicted on me? 
 

Those words from Lamentations 1:12 sounded just like what Jesus must have felt. 
 

I can imagine him asking that question in his mind, wanting to fling it at those who passed him that day in 

Jerusalem, as he as led through the busy streets carrying a cross, and then, just outside the walls, was lifted high 

– stretched out, nailed, naked and exposed for all to see. 
 

Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Is any suffering like my suffering? 
 

Those words though, were actually written roughly six centuries before Christ, by another sufferer in Jerusalem 

– an anonymous Jew who had survived the devastating siege and total destruction of the city by the Babylonian 

army.  The poems were already ancient in Jesus’ day, and it’s almost a certainty that he knew them, so they are 

a good starting point for our Sunday Sabbath observation of Good Friday, to hear the words as though they 

came from Jesus’ own mouth: 
 

Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Is any suffering like my suffering? That the Lord inflicted on me. 
 

There is a lot festering in that question.  It may be the toughest question that any believer can pose or hear, 

because it implicates God so thoroughly in human suffering. 
 

Is there any suffering like mine, which the Lord inflicted on me on the day of his fierce anger? 
 

The question also implicates us: Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? 

This suffering of Jesus – does it have nothing to do with you, or does it touch your life? 
 

That is the question the cross asks of us.  To hear Jesus pose it to us from the cross – that is the reason we have 

paused here this Sabbath day.  How do we hear these questions? How do we answer them?  What does Jesus’ 

death on the cross mean to us? 
 

Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Is any suffering like my suffering? Look around and see. 
 

I think it’s always been true, but it may be especially true for all of us this year, that the obvious answer is yes.  

Jesus suffers as have many human beings before and since; two other men, naked and nailed, died alongside 

him that Friday in Jerusalem.  Public executions are not things most of us have witnessed, or a death by torture 

– but we know they happen every day in our world, even in our name.  Jesus’ horrible death was far from 

unparalleled in the Roman world, and although we affirm in faith the he died for us, there is no evidence that 

human suffering has been on the decline in the nearly two millennia since.  One meaning of the cross is that 

Jesus shares our suffering fully; yet he does not end it 
 

“Is any suffering like my suffering?” 
 

Yes, our suffering is a lot like yours. And because we serve a God who knows suffering, it is possible for us to 

bring our deepest pain as an offering in worship, the agony of those we hold in our hearts, the pain and 

brokenness of our lives, our communities, our world, bring them here, lay them down at the cross – yes, Jesus, 

our suffering feels remarkably like yours. 
 

The theologian Christiaan Beker, before he was a theologian, and professor of Theology at Princeton 

Theological Seminary, before that as a young man he was hiding from the Nazis in the attic of a house just a 

few kilometers west from the house where Anne Frank was hiding.  He was captured by the Nazis, taken to 

Berlin, enslaved and subjected to the degradation of forced labor.  Forty-some years later he wrote a book of 

theology titled Suffering and Hope, the book is not auto-biographical, but it is deeply shaped by his experience 



of suffering during World War II.  Many things form his book have stuck with me, one of them is that Beker 

insists that suffering cannot be objectively compared, at some point your cross a line and enter into the 

condition of suffering, where that line is and what puts someone over the line may vary, but suffering is 

suffering, once you’ve crossed that line, entered that territory, suffering is all you are.i  Yes, Jesus, our suffering 

feels remarkably like yours. 
 

“For all it’s prominence in the Christian story, suffering is a great killer of faith”, so says the wise teacher and 

preacher Barbara Brown Taylor.  Taylor has observed, 
 

“Long-time believers crash into their first wall of life-threatening illness and all the light goes out of their eyes.  

They pack their prayer books when they go to the hospital but they do not open them once they are there.  They 

watch television instead, cruise channels for something to busy their minds.  They cannot pray.  When they try, 

their prayers get no father than the ceiling.  One of them says he is afraid to pray now.  He prayed before and 

look what happened.  Now all he wants to do is to lie low and try not to catch God’s attention.” 
 

Is any suffering like my suffering? That the Lord inflicted on me on the day of his fierce anger? 
 

There is another sort of suffering, one that has become a constant companion in recent weeks.  The suffering of 

someone who is perfectly healthy, so far as they know.  It is not their own suffering that has broken their faith 

but the suffering of other people.  We have seen the faces of those who work in our nations emergency rooms 

and Intensive Care Units.  We know those faces have seen every kind of tragedy – two sixteen-year-old girls 

killed in a car wreck, the child whose parent has broken their arm, the pregnant teenager whose parents say will 

not be leaving the hospital with them, for she is no longer welcome in their home, that she will have to find 

someone else to care for her now, the twenty-something in a coma induced by a heroin overdose, an addiction 

that began with a prescription from a doctor. 
 

Those faces on the frontlines of medical care they have seen every kind of tragedy before, some of them 

probably thought they had seen it all.  But now they are seeing a new form of tragedy, a disease that has taken 

39,000 American lives in a matter of weeks and three times that many in the others countries of the world.  
 

After days of extended shifts, placing patient after patient on ventilators, knowing that many, most of them, will 

not survive, these doctors and nurses look like they want to break something.  What is more, this disease 

requires that the family and friends of those who are dying be kept away, and so our doctors and nurses are 

having to serve as surrogate family, stand-in for friends, and substitute clergy, they are holding hands and 

shepherding souls form this life to the next.  I see it in their faces.  They are tired of cleaning up God’s messes.  

If it were up to them God would be fired, for failure to act. 
 

For others of us the suffering has been less acute, sheltering at home, economic insecurity, information and 

misinformation circulating side-by-side, almost all of our normal routines are cancelled, planning is impossible, 

everything is uncertain. 
 

This is suffering too, and it has come upon us unexpectedly, like suffering almost always seems to do.  

Suffering comes when we are looking eagerly for something else: have you noticed this?  
 

A couple retires and anticipates a new phase of life in a new place, not a chronic or terminal diagnosis;  
 

Many who are now approaching mid-life, eagerly desired the freedoms and joys of adulthood, but have 

encountered crippling debts and two economic disasters that have made contemplating the future a source of 

grinding depression;  
 

We look for the blessings of peace and the news shows us the horror of war in the streets. 
 

One of the cruelest aspects of suffering is that it often comes when we are expecting something else, just when 

we were counting our blessings and giving thanks to God.ii 
 

Human suffering threatens all networks of meaning, and while some cultures are better at than others, I think it 

is true that cultures and communities with fewer defenses against suffering tend to handle it better than we do.  



On the whole, we Americans have a hard time with suffering, because we have the idea that situations of 

suffering can and should be fixed. 
 

Our technology and wealth have allowed us to relieve a great deal of suffering, and we have begun to believe it 

should not exist at all. It is an illusion, of course, but a predictable one for people who do not know how to 

suffer.  We know how to relieve suffering, and we know how to evade it.  What is hard for us is to confront it, 

with no power to make it go away. 
 

Don’t misunderstand me.  The wish to end all suffering is a noble wish.  It is a God-driven wish.  Only there are 

some kinds of suffering that come with the human territory and cannot be budged.  We cannot choose whether 

to suffer them.  We can only choose how. 
 

Is any suffering like my suffering? That the Lord inflicted on me on the day of his fierce anger? 
 

Now we have arrived at the really touch part of the questions of this day.  It is tough because we’d prefer to run 

away from suffering.  It is tough because people of faith don’t like to suggest that God has some part to pay in 

our suffering.  We do not know where to go with the thought that God has somehow allowed the worst things 

we can imagine to happen.  We are afraid of the overwhelming anger we might feel if we let that thought into 

our minds and hearts.  And so, “hush….,hush,” we say to ourselves and each other, “Don’t go there.” 
 

While we are busy trying to banish the thought, to hush our anger, the Bible pays us no attention.  Scripture 

broadcasts terrible cries of anguish and bewilderment, accusations directed against God.  We hear them from 

the psalmists; from prophets; from Job;  
 

Words like…God has shattered my bones… 

God has walled me in so I cannot break out…God shuts out my prayers… 

God makes me the target of his arrows….God has filled me with bitterness… 
 

We hear Jesus’ own cry from the cross: “My God, my God, why have your abandoned me?”   
 

The biblical witness declares this truth about suffering: it often feels like abandonment by God; or worse, like 

God is aiming at you with a deadly weapon.  In a conversation with someone this week, in a moment of honesty 

they declared, “I am depressed, I am angry, I feel like God is punishing all of us and I don’t when it’s going to 

stop!” 
 

The Scriptures scream the truth that we so often try not to admit; if you have loved and trusted God for a long 

them, then acute, or prolonged suffering feel like divine attacks. 
 

That is part of the truth, though not the whole truth.  There is more truth.  This week as I read the narrative of 

Christ’s crucifixion, I kept stopping on three of the last words Jesus said from the cross, “I am thirsty.”  Thirst is 

a universal human experience.  Everyone has known thirst, knows how unpleasant it is, understand how life-

threatening it can be, and knows too how easy it is to solve.  Thirst was a part of Christ’s suffering on the cross, 

and that has brough me immense comfort this week.  How you  might wonder, has Jesus’ carnal cry of thirst 

offered any comfort in the face of such suffering, such grief, such despair?  
 

I can only speak for myself, but it has offered a strange comfort for me, because Jesus’ “I am thirsty” has 

reminded me that God, God’s very self, has experienced it all. Because of Jesus, God knows first-hand what it 

is like to hurt. Because of Jesus, God knows firsthand what it is like to suffer. Because of Jesus, God knows 

firsthand what it is like to lose one’s breath, to give up one’s spirit. 
 

Because of Jesus, God knows firsthand what it is like to lose one’s child. Because of Jesus, and God’s 

willingness to fully enter into our humanity, to take that risk of extreme vulnerability, we can trust that not one 

of those who entered our news cycle as victim, not one of those on the receiving end of a devastating diagnosis, 

not one of those lives lost of livelihoods ravaged by the tornadoes, not one of those overwhelmed by waves of 

grief—not one of them was or is ever alone, without the persistent presence of the Holy. Jesus’ calling out his 

need, “I am thirsty,” reminds us of that truth of our faith. 
 



The poet and writer Christian Wiman, who wrote his book My Bright Abyss as he fought a rare cancer, claims it 

is the honest humanity that Jesus shows on the cross that keeps him a Christian. Here is how he puts it: 
 

“I’m a Christian not because of the resurrection, and not because I think Christianity contains more truth than 

other religions, and not simply because it was the religion in which I was raised. I am a Christian because of 

that moment on the cross when Jesus, drinking the very dregs of human bitterness, cries out, “I am thirsty!” 

Jesus felt human destitution to its absolute degree; the point is that God is with us, not beyond us, in suffering. I 

am a Christian because I understand that moment of Christ’s passion to have meaning in my own life, and what 

it means is that the absolutely solitary and singular nature of extreme human pain is an illusion. . . . I’m 

suggesting that Christ’s suffering shatters the iron walls around individual human suffering, that Christ’s 

compassion makes extreme human compassion—to the point of death, even—possible. Human love can reach 

right into death, then, but not if it is merely human love. . . . Such a realization should ease loneliness—even for 

the grieving who is left alone; it should also, in time, help to propel one back into life.”iii  
 

Jesus’ cry reveals a God who chose to be so fully one with us and of us that he would choose to suffer, to 

experience pain and death, in order to remind us that even when everything and everyone tells us otherwise, we 

are never alone. Furthermore, even when everything and everyone tells us otherwise, suffering and war and pain 

and death will not have the last word in our world or in our lives. 
 

As Episcopal priest Fleming Rutledge has written: 

“Jesus’ [cry] on the cross is not just the heartbreaking lament of an abandoned man, in agonizing pain, and 

thirsting from deprivation of the most basic human need. It is that, but it is not only that. What we see and hear 

in Jesus’ death is not just his identification with the wretched of the earth. It is that, but it is not only that. What 

we see and hear in Jesus’ death is the decisive intervention of God to deliver God’s children from the 

unspeakable fate of ultimate abandonment. . . . The cosmic scale has been conclusively tipped in the opposite 

direction so that sin and evil and death are not the last word and never will be again.”iv  

 

As he hung there dying, his mother waiting and watching, Jesus cried out for a drink. “I am thirsty.” It was a cry 

of vulnerability you would expect from a child, but not one you expect from God. It was a cry that reminds us 

of everything God was willing to endure for our sake. It was a cry that demonstrates for us that nothing we can 

experience—not even fear or death—is outside of God’s own experience through Christ.v 
 

There is still one more bit of truth our scriptures today disclose to us, as we linger beneath the cross, and that 

truth is this: honest talk about God and to God in the midst of suffering is the only way to realistic hope. 
 

I hope you noticed in the reading from Lamentations, the anonymous sufferer says, I thought…my hope had 

died before God…and then suddenly… 

This I recall to my heart – therefore I have hope: 

The faithful acts of the Lord are not ended; God’s mercies are not finished. They are new every morning. 
 

And then for the first time, the suffering poet speaks directly to God…Great is your faithfulness! 
 

Now, where did that come from?  Hope in God bursting forth out of the very ground where hope seemed to 

have died?   
 

I think we often suppose the hoping is sort of like making a bet, a bet based either on careful assessment of the 

odds or on magical thinking.  But hoping in God is not betting on something; it is building on something.  The 

foundation for hope as the biblical writers understand it is the character of God, the ultimate Source of all that is 

good in this broken world. 
 

Hope may show itself in a sudden burst, as it does here, but nonetheless it has to be built over time.  Lasting 

hope does not come from a cheerful disposition, an unusually high serotonin level; it comes from the steady 

habit of reorienting your whole self to God.  Day be day, week by week, in good times and in the very worst, 

genuine hope comes out of turning our hearts fully toward God – whatever we may be thinking or feeling.  

Whether we turn to God in joy or sorrow, in anger or bewilderment or gratitude or shame, hope builds.  Slowly 



we add to the almost imperceptibly thin layers of lasting hope each time we turn our hearts honesty and fully 

toward God.vi 
 

It is for this reason that we call the day on which Christ died, “Good” Friday.  Look, the nailed man is turned 

fully toward God.  Incapable of any physical movement, bound to die in the next few hours, he is moving into 

the arms of God.  With every labored breath, through excruciating pain, parched with thirst, he is drawing 

steadily closer to the One toward whom his whole being is oriented in wild and certain hope.  Jesus’ hope is 

fixed on God; that is its certainty.  Jesus’ hope is for us; that is its wildness.  He is there on the cross, we are 

drawn together across space and time in worship for just one reason – that he may draw us with him straight 

into the outstretched arms of God. 
 

Maybe now we are ready to answer his question.  Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by, all you who have 

come to sit for an hour or so before this cross – is it nothing, or is it something?  His suffering, his wild and 

certain hope for us – is it nothing to you, or perhaps, could it be… 

Everything? Amen. 
 

RESPONDING TO GOD'S WORD 
 

Pastoral Prayer and The Lord’s Prayer 

God of mystery and wonder, because we know the ending of the story, it’s tempting for us to ignore the 

darkness of this day. It’s tempting for us to go about our business as usual. It’s tempting for us to move too 

quickly to the dawn of light on Easter morning. 
 

But give us courage and strength on this day to live for a while in the darkness, to set aside comfort and 

pleasure, to feel the darkness in which so many of your children dwell, the darkness into which your son Jesus 

entered. 
 

As we reflect on the frailty of Christ, remind us of the frailty of all life. As we cringe at the suffering of Christ, 

make us mindful of suffering throughout the world. As we witness the death of Christ, bring us back full circle 

to the beginning of Lent, to the wisdom of Ash Wednesday: the awareness of our mortality and the mortality of 

those we love. 
 

Gracious God, deep in the human heart is an unquenchable trust that life does not end with death. Like a seed 

which is buried in order to bring forth life, Christ goes to the tomb to usher in new life. We trust that we too will 

be raised to new life, in this world, here and now, and in the mystery of what lies beyond physical death. We 

trust that the whole world will be born anew, that your kingdom is coming as a new heaven and a new earth. 

On this day of darkness, it is for this kingdom that we boldly pray. Our Father… 
 

Hymn    “Great Is Thy Faithfulness” FAITHFULNESS 
 

SENT BY GOD'S WORD INTO THE WORLD 
 

Charge & Benediction 

The story has been told, and now we return to the world where we live and wait. But our worship is not 

finished? Our worship continues while we wait and watch for the stone to be removed and the flame of hope to 

be re-lit. So we go out to wait, we watch for the hope that defies despair, the life that defies death, the beginning 

that defies the end. While we wait, while darkness covers the land of faith, remember that no matter how 

abandoned we may feel we are not alone. God has not and will not abandon us. Thanks be to God. 
 

Postlude 
 

i Beker, J. christiaan, Suffering and Hope: The Biblical Vision and the Human Predicament, pg. 116 
ii Davis, Ellen F., Preaching the Luminous Word, pg. 223 
iii Christian Wiman, My Bright Abyss: Meditation of a Modern Believer, p. 155 

iv Fleming Rutledge, The Undoing of Death, p. 15 
v Thanks to Shannon J. Kershner for the two previous quotations, from her sermon Final Things preached at Fourth Presbyterian 

Church of Chicago on April 9, 2017. 
vi Ibid, Davis, pg. 225 


