Good Friday 
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St James the Great, Dollar
In his column in the Church Times last week, Canon Giles Fraser told a story which has stayed with me and I am sure many others throughout this Holy Week.  The   Bishop of the Convocation of American Churches in Europe, the Rt Revd Pierre Whalon, has just returned from a visit to Haiti. He told a story about how bad things are in Port-au-Prince.

He spoke of coming across an open pit of bodies that people were also using as a rubbish tip for house​hold refuse. All he wanted to do was climb down into the pit and clear out the rubbish. 
Christ jumps into the pit of death to claim even the grave for his victory. With this last act, the victory over death, Christ is the Lord of all. There are no corners of human experience that cannot be redeemed by his love.  In the Eastern Churches, the idea of Christ’s descent into hell is central to the whole Easter story. Indeed, the image of Christ shattering the gates of hell and holding out a helping hand to Adam and Eve, bringing them out of the pit, is canonical in Orthodox iconography. Christ is life. In Christ, life triumphs over death. 
Macarius of Egypt puts it beauti​fully: “If the sun, being created, passes everywhere through windows and doors, even to the caves of lions and the holes of creeping creatures, and comes out without any harm, the more so does God and the Lord of everything enter caves and abodes in which death has settled.” God enters the pit of bodies, and emerges triumphant. Thanks be to God.
People really think about these things.  A lady sitting across the table from me at lunch last Sunday morning suddenly told me that she finds it hard to accept pictures of what is classically called penal substitution as an explanation of what happened on Good Friday.  A friend on the phone yesterday suddenly said to me, ‘Why do you need to say that Jesus descended into hell?’
Why indeed?  Let me tell you why I think it is important.  When the church is eager to engage in mission, to draw people in and to make them welcome, there is a risk that we shall become relentless purveyors of good news.  And not much wrong with that.  But it can mean that the subliminal messageis that becoming a disciple will make you happy, make you more fulfilled, give you life more meaning … it can very quickly gather up an American consumerist edge.

But, if I may say so, I am not sure that that is quite what people are looking for at the deepest level.  I remember a man saying to me – can’t remember the circumstances – ‘when things are difficult it helps to have a faith’  It was an intuitive understanding that faith helps because it offers ways of understanding the whole of life – without necessarily making the pain any less.  Things go wrong – life seems random and capricious – there is gross injustice across the world – relationships seem to break down and sometimes for no particular reason.  A faith which is truly good news is a faith which embraces all of that and gives it meaning.

So here we are on Good Friday.  It is a harrowing day because it tells us of how God’s love for us goes to death and beyond – and however much death stalks our lives God is still there.  In church this morning in the Cathedral, we told the story, threw pieces of silver, poured blood, banged nails – and we came out of church shocked and distressed.  And that is what Good Friday is for – to imprint on mind, heart and soul the reality of the innocent suffering of Christ and to know ourselves redeemed through it.
