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Even Clergy Would Rather Avoid Holy Week 
 
Back in the day, I served on the Board of Ordained Ministry for our region -- for 
twelve years. Each winter, as one of the final steps in a very long process of 
assessment that spanned over several years,  we interviewed candidates for 
ordination. Our candidates retreat was usually held at what is now the Loyola 
University Retreat Center on Country Club Road. In those days it was a thoroughly 
Roman Catholic facility. In the chapel hung a large crucifix suspended above the 
altar area. You know, a more than life-sized  cross with a corpus, a life-sized body of 
Jesus, on it. Nails. Crown of thorns. Wound at the bottom of the rib cage. Head 
hanging limply to one side.  
 
For my interview team I always requested use of a small ante-room off of the altar 
area on the left side. It meant that for each candidate to be interviewed, he or she 
would need to walk up the center aisle, under Jesus hanging on the cross, and into 
the high-stakes interview: would we approve, delay, or discontinue the ordination 
candidacy of this person?  
 
The interview could go on for maybe an hour and a half. Some of the questions were 
just the get-acquainted type like "tell us about your life journey". Others were 
specifically theological: questions about Christology or their understanding of the 
sacraments of baptism and Holy Communion. Relational issues were generally 
addressed in the context of a review of their psychological testing and profile. One 
of my questions always went something like this, "Imagine it is Good Friday and the 
congregation you serve is coming to worship. What would you preach on Good 
Friday?" Almost invariably there would be one of three responses:  
 
 a) They would tell a story about a community Good Friday service where 
three or five or six different congregations would get together and go through the 

All of which leads to the "given" part where our lives have been prepared to provide 
comfort, love, wisdom, and strength for others.  
 
This week we can stay busy and leap to Easter.  
Or we might engage the midnight passages of Holy Week, be confronted by the depths 
of God's unfathomable love, and find grace sufficient for our every need - whether we 
find ourselves right now to be taken, blessed, broken, given, or maybe two or three of 
these at once.  
 
 



 

seven last words of Christ. Each preacher would preach. Each congregation's choir 
would sing. And wasn't it a wonderful thing that once a year Christians of different 
congregations could get together.  
 
 b) the death of Jesus was another example of the tyranny of injustice of the 
powerful over the powerless; it was a shame that even Jesus was crushed by the 
oppressive powers of government. We should stand up against the oppressive 
powers of government.  
 
 c) We wouldn't observe Good Friday because it is offensive and violent. 
 
As you might imagine, these responses didn't work at all. I would regularly ask them 
to exit the room and look up at the crucifix. Then come back in. Now, please, what 
would you say in a sermon to explain that -- the Savior of the world hanging on a 
cross? And, importantly,  why should Christians bother paying attention, even more, 
make the death of Jesus on a Cross one of the foundational elements of believing and 
living as a follower of Jesus? 
 
Some of my colleagues accused me then of being too focused on the suffering and 
death of Jesus. We all need a faith more focused on things like loving one another, 
being kind of animals, eliminating male references to God in our hymns and liturgy, 
and the call to reduce, reuse, recycle.  
 
Even those of us who are clergy want to avoid Holy Week. 
 
Despite the fact that our accounts of Jesus' entry into Jerusalem include the 
exuberant songs and hallelujahs of the crowds, the Gospel account also indicates 
that Jesus himself was crying. He was not soaking in the adulation and exaltation. 
His heart was breaking over the people of Jerusalem, the gathered faithful for the 
Passover festival who were themselves passing over the call to repentance and offer 
of redemption -- destruction awaited them, literally, at the hands of the Roman 
military who would destroy Jerusalem -- because, as Jesus said, they had not 
accepted their opportunity for salvation (Luke 19:41-44). 
 
The Midnight Passages of Scripture 
 
Holy Week invites us to a deeply unsettling encounter with the midnight passages of 
Scripture, caught up with suffering, death, and the purposes of God. For some it is 
difficult to read these extended accounts of the suffering and death of Jesus and still 
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Moses: God took Moses, as a baby, from the basket stuck in the river weeds. He 
blessed him by allowing him to be raised in the house of Pharaoh. He broke 
Moses by long years in the wilderness. Yet he also gave Moses to be the founding 
leader of a nation.  
(See Furtick, pp. 158-159) 

 
You are in one of these stages right now.  
It might be the "taking phase" : taking you out of your comfort bubble with new 
relationships, the ending of comfortable relationships, loss of a job, or a change in 
direction due to new opportunities, the ending of current situations, a fresh closeness of 
God's Spirit or God's word, or a changing of the tides of your soul.  
 
You may find yourself in the "blessed phase", when things seem to come together. This 
is when we find God's provision more than adequate, our purposes in life clear, and we 
are investing ourselves in ways that align faith and life seamlessly. It's a wonderful 
place to be! 
 
But then we have the breaking -- not, I think, God's nasty, mean, power-hungry 
demonstration of divine power, but there are, as A. W. Tower once said, no ways for 
some things to happen in our lives until and unless we are broken: our pride broken, 
our holding the pain of the world at arm's length, our dependence on our own 
resources rather than God's grace, pursuing our own dreams rather than God's calling 
in our lives, trying to avoid or distance ourselves from others instead of serving them. 
This is not a careless breaking, but purposeful challenges within which God's work in 
our lives goes deeper. The Apostle Paul, whom many understand as so strong and 
confident, had his own experience of desperately asking God to change something in his 
life only to receive this word from the Lord, "My grace is sufficient for you. My power is 
made complete in your weakness" (2 Corinthians 12:9). I don't believe that God sends 
awful things to us, but that in the midst of the awful things God is able to do deep things 
in our lives that prepare us to be especially useful in the lives of others going through 
similar struggles.  
 
Listen to this testimony of the turn around from "broken" to "given":  

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion 
and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can 
comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves received from God. For 
just as we share abundantly in the sufferings of Christ, so also our comfort abounds 
through Christ (2 Corinthians 1: 3-5). 
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see the goodness and love of God. It is a common question, isn't it: If God is so 
loving, how come there is so much suffering the world? More poignantly, if I am a 
Christian why do such difficult, challenging and bad things happen in my life? Why 
doesn't God do something about this? Even more directly - if Jesus was who he said 
he was, why didn't God spare him the suffering and humiliation of death on a cross? 
As Jesus himself asked in the Garden of Gethsemane, "Is there another way? An 
alternative to this suffering?" And, as far as we know, God whom Jesus called 
"Abba, Father", remained silent.  
 
Maybe you've had an unanswered prayer like that. A poignant prayer, a desperate 
plea for deliverance -- and heaven seems silent.  
 
This coming Friday, Good Friday, we will end the worship service with a moving 
passage from Isaiah 53: 
 

“He was despised and rejected— a man of sorrows, acquainted with deepest 
grief. We turned our backs on him and looked the other way. He was despised, 
and we did not care. Yet it was our weaknesses he carried; it was our sorrows 
that weighed him down. And we thought his troubles were a punishment from 
God, a punishment for his own sins! But he was pierced for our rebellion, 
crushed for our sins. He was beaten so we could be whole. He was whipped so 
we could be healed. All of us, like sheep, have strayed away. We have left God’s 
paths to follow our own. Yet the Lord laid on him the sins of us all.” 

 Isaiah 53:3-6 NLT 
 
Though in the Prophet Isaiah this shadowy character of the Servant of the Lord 
seems to represent the corporate people of Israel sometimes, by the time we arrive 
at Isaiah 53 it is clearly an individual, a surrogate for the people. And when Jesus 
self-identifies in several passages of the gospels, he indicates his self-
understanding that he is the long-expected Servant described in Isaiah 53. For 
example, Mark 10:45 records the words of Jesus, "The Son of Man came not to be 
served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many." 
 
You might say, if you are familiar with these sorts of things from the God-shop and 
its Book above all Books, "Of course. Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the world." But our familiarity might have us skipping over the most stunning 
thing of all. Isaiah records that this Servant will be despised and rejected by people 
in general, oppressed, and unjustly led away to death by his enemies. Indeed, he 

Steven Furtick, in his book The Seven-Mile Miracle, points us to an insight from T.D. 
Jakes, Pastor of The Potter's House Church in Dallas. 
 
It is a focus on the hands of Jesus, at the feeding of the 5,000, and the last supper with 
his disciples, in Emmaus with the two discouraged disciples who thought all had been 
lost with the death of Jesus and didn't know what to make of the news that the tomb of 
Jesus was empty. 
 
You know these words -- even if they are like acoustic wallpaper when we come to the 
Lord's Table.  
Jesus' hands took the bread. He blessed the bread. He broke the bread. And he gave the 
bread. 
He took the cup. He blessed it. It was filled with the wine made from crushed grapes. 
And he gave the cup.  
 
Jesus said this bread and cup were symbols through which we understand and can 
experience him. He himself was taken, blessed, broken, and given for others.  
He said if we are his followers we will deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow 
him.  
Which means, I think, that we will find ourselves -- in God's hands -- taken, blessed, 
broken, and given for others.  
 
This is not just a pattern of how Jesus served food. It isn't only a pattern of Jesus' life. It 
is a pattern of God's work in our lives, too.  
 
We see this in Scripture. Here are just three familiar examples:   
 

Abraham: God took Abraham out of Ur of the Chaldeans. He blessed him with 
Isaac, the son he had prayer for. He broke Abraham on Mount Moriah when he 
called him to offer up Isaac as a sacrifice (Genesis 22). Then he gave Abraham 
as the father of many nations.  

 
Joseph (the one with the Amazing Technicolor Dream Coat): God took Joseph 
literally out of the pit where his brothers had left him. He blessed him in the 
service of Potiphar, as the man in charge of the household. He broke him by 
leaving him in prison for a period. Then he gave him to be the prince of Egypt 
who would occupy a position where he could save the lives of his people.  

 



 

seems among all humans most to be pitied. But the worst of the lot, as Derek 
Rishmawy observes, is not in the abuse of his enemies, or even the rejection of his 
friends -- it is his treatment by God that stops us in our tracks. Even though Jesus 
was innocent and without any deceit or deception, Isaiah says, "it was the Lord's will 
to crush him" in order to make "his life an offering for sin" and bring about the 
salvation of many (Isaiah 53:10).  
 
Wait a minute...didn't the voice of God from heaven at the time of Jesus' baptism in 
the Jordan River say, "This is my Son, whom I love; with you I am well-pleased" (Luke 
3:22)? Makes you kind of wonder if "Smile, God loves you" ought to be replaced 
with "Watch out -- God loves you." 
 
I'm reminded at this point that the clarity of Christian doctrine through the ages is 
so often very helpful to us. With the doctrine of the incarnation, God the Son, the 
Second person of the Trinity, God Himself, becomes a human being. A baby. With 
the doctrine of the incarnation it slowly dawns on us that the one whom it pleased 
the Lord to crush is not merely a hapless, righteous surrogate caught up as a victim 
in the oppressive injustice of collusion between religious leaders and Roman 
occupation forces in Palestine, but the righteous and holy One God of Israel himself. 
God elects himself to be crushed; to bear our burden. The Lord sends himself to die 
on our behalf. As John Calvin observed, "this is a wonderful commendation of the 
goodness of God to us," because it demonstrates that "our salvation is dearer to him 
than his own life."  
(For more on the background of Trinitarian theology helping us understand Isaiah 
53, see Derek Rishmawy, "Fear and Loathing at Golgotha" in Christianity Today, 
April, 2019, p. 26) 
 
There is a second insight from Trinitarian theology concerning the incarnation that 
helps us with the tragic events of the final week of Jesus life on earth, and especially 
with the last of Jesus' seven words from the cross. This doctrinal understanding 
goes by several names, but I think of it as the self-limitation of God. In Philippians 
2:6-11 we read that God the Son, whom we know as Jesus, did not consider equality 
with God the Father as something to be held on to. But he emptied himself, the 
Greek word is kenosis, and took not only the form of a human, but of a servant; not 
only a servant, but one who died the humiliating death of a common criminal.  
We see this self-limitation clearly in the gospel accounts of the life and death of 
Jesus.   
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He was born of a human mother; had to be nursed, his diapers changed, taught to 
speak, and learned a trade. He needed sleep. He became hungry and thirsty. He was 
moved to tears at the death of his friend Lazarus and moved to overflowing anger at 
how religion had been turned into a business. He could have called, as he said, ten 
thousand angels to defend himself when Temple Guards came to arrest him in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, but he didn't. The disciples could have defended themselves 
and Jesus with swords and clubs, but Jesus had a no weapons policy for just that 
very reason.  
 
The Last Words of Jesus 
 
All of which helps us when it comes to the last word of Jesus on the cross.  
It is a prayer. It is a prayer taken from Psalm 31:5. A prayer of faith despite the 
circumstances. A full confidence in God's care, no matter the circumstances. The 
first four verses we can clearly see in the mind and heart of Jesus as he is dying. In 
fact, these verses may have described the way you have felt about your own life at 
one time or another:  
 

“In you, Lord, I have taken refuge; let me never be put to shame; deliver me in 
your righteousness. Turn your ear to me, come quickly to my rescue; be my 
rock of refuge, a strong fortress to save me. Since you are my rock and my 
fortress, for the sake of your name lead and guide me. Keep me free from the 
trap that is set for me, for you are my refuge.” 
Psalm 31:1-4 NIV 

 
Despite everything, this is a Psalm about taking refuge in the Lord. 
 
And then this prayer on his lips, spoken to God but overheard by many: 
 

Jesus called out with a loud voice, "Father, into your hands I commit my spirit. 
When he had said this, he breathed his last." 

 Luke 23:46 
  
In the Hands of the Lord: Taken. Blessed. Broken. Given. 
What does this mean - for Jesus to place himself in God's hands? 
What does it mean if we would also dare to place ourselves in God's hands? 
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