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Homily for Good Friday – March 25, 2016  
The Rev. Stephen A. Fales, Rector 
St. Christopher’s Episcopal Church 
Carmel, Indiana 
 
“Faithful cross!  above all other, one and only noble tree!  None in foliage, none in blossom, 
none in fruit thy peer may be: sweetest wood and sweetest iron!  sweetest weight is hung on 
thee!”  (Hymnal 166, Ancient Plainsong, Pange lingua, c. 600)    
 
“Bane and blessing, pain and pleasure, by the cross are sanctified; peace is there that knows 
no measure, joys that through all time abide.”  (Hymnal 441, John Bowring) 
 
On this day we glory in the cross of Jesus as Christians have for centuries.  It is the instrument 
of death and torture that paved the way for our salvation.  It seems odd we revere such an 
object and yet it makes perfect sense. 

 
The surrender of British troops under the command of General Cornwallis at Yorktown, 
Virginia marked the end of the Revolutionary War.  General Washington, commander of the 
American forces did not allow the “traditional ceremonial honors” afforded to captured 
armies.  He did this in deference to his underling, Benjamin Lincoln.  Lincoln had surrendered 
his troops months before to the British forces in Charleston, South Carolina.  Lincoln had been 
denied these military honors by the conquering British at that time. 
 
Legend has it that as the British army was marched out of Yorktown, the British fife and 
drummers played the tune known as “The World Turned Upside Down.”  This was a popular 
marching tune in the 18th century.  Given the circumstances it seemed ironic.  For the mighty 
British Empire this defeat in colonial America brought chaos to English world order. 
 
What an appropriate tune for Good Friday this would be: “The World Turned Upside Down.” 
 
Last night we left another Lent behind us.  Gone now are the fine spiritual intentions we had 
on Ash Wednesday.  Soon forgotten will be the modest successes we experienced keeping 
our promised Lenten disciplines.  Quickly forgotten are the stunning failures in our intended 
spiritual disciplines! 
 
As Lent departed we entered this Three Day period known as the Triduum: Holy Thursday, 
Good Friday, and Holy Saturday.  Combined with Easter, these three days are the center of 
our entire Christian year.  These three days are the focal point of our faith as disciples of Jesus 
Christ.    
 
Half way through the three days we meet here on Good Friday and sing about the cross and 
read the account of the Passion of our Lord from John’s gospel.  Always on Good Friday we 
read from John’s Gospel because in John’s account the cross is glory.  It does not cease to be 
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the cross, yet it is glory.  It is a place of majesty.  It is almost a throne; a tree of life and 
promise.  The fruit of this tree is salvation.  Jesus’ shameful death is not a humiliation but his 
enthronement as sovereign.  Time and again, John tells us that Jesus is ironically called king 
by his executioners. 
 
We glory in the cross of Jesus on this day because we have a different perspective than those 
who do not believe.  We are invited to see the crucifixion of Jesus with the eyes of faith.  By 
faith we can see victory where others mark only defeat and death.  If we can see the 
crucifixion in such light, then we can train our eyes to see the events of our own lives in the 
same light. 
 
John makes it clear.  During his audience with Pilate Jesus is not the victim.  He is the 
challenger.  He is not judged by Pilate but he is the judge over Pilate.  Pilate is the man John 
uses to symbolize the hostile world.  The conversation Jesus has with Pilate about his kingship 
is theological and not historical.  There is no physical kingdom.  It is in keeping with John’s use 
of such dialogues throughout his gospel to state the community’s faith. 
 
After Jesus is flogged, Pilate brings Jesus out to the crowd and say, “Behold your king.”  No 
doubt it is a scornful taunt to a conquered people, a people that no longer has a king in 
Judea.   
 
Pilate taunts them because he does not appreciate the spot they have put him in.  But, it is 
also an unconscious proclamation of faith in Jesus by one who really has no faith in Him. 
 
Pilate proclaims him a king again when he places the inscription on the cross.  It reads “Jesus 
of Nazareth, the king of the Jews.”  It is written in every major language of the Roman world.  
Pilate wants everyone to know.   The significance of the title is reinforced by Pilate’s refusal 
to alter it.  He tells the Jewish authorities who protest, “What I have written, I have written.” 
 
We glory in a shameful instrument of death. 
We call an uneducated carpenter and preacher our “great high priest.” 
We see a powerful Roman prelate trembling before a subjugated mob. 
We see the same preacher/teacher, about to be executed, calmly challenge that same 
powerful governor. 
We see the very people Jesus was sent to save reject and kill God’s holy, incarnate Word. 
It is the World Turned Upside Down! 
 
Good Friday has been called a “holy feast of fools.” It is a day when we celebrate the total 
reversal of expectations.  Torture and death, bane and blessing, life and salvation are 
inseparably joined together. 
 
That is the mystery and the wisdom the church ponders on this day.   
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Think how the cross is present in our images, gestures, and songs.  Nearly always the best of 
what we do holds the cross in this tension, torture and death yet life and glory. 
 
The victory won on the cross calls us to respond.  
Our response on this day is to seek God’s forgiveness for the sins we commit. 
Our response is to recognize the sin that dwells in our nature; the frail, human sin that led 
humanity to crucify the Lord of life.   
Our response is to work on changing our attitude about sin, changing attitude about how we 
live our lives, improving upon how we allow to God’s unconditional love into our lives.  
 
Rabbi Hirshel Jaffe wrote a book in 1994 entitled “Why me, Why anyone?” It documented his 
three year struggle with a deadly form of leukemia.  Rabbi Jaffe struggled physically and 
spiritually with this life threatening condition.  On several occasions when the pain was 
intense he asked “why me?”.   He screamed at God “why me”. 
 
His congregation constantly prayed for his healing.  When it appeared that he was in 
remission members of his congregation wanted to know what he had learned from the 
experience.  Some said his experience was meaningless.  They believed that suffering was 
always meaningless.  Rabbi Jaffe said he could not agree with that assessment.  He said, “It 
isn’t easy, but you have to find meaning in life and suffering because you can’t live without 
hope and purpose.” 
 
In his book he quotes Victor Frankel, a psychiatrist and holocaust survivor.  Frankel says…. 
“We can’t always choose our circumstances or suffering; but, we can choose how we are going 
to react to them.  No matter what our experiences or fate, we are free to choose our attitude 
toward the experiences.  We can find meaning and hope in the darkest days. 
 
Rabbi Jaffe did not choose his illness.  But he did forge a response, to make the best of it.  He 
says: “I chose to learn from it, to use it to grow.  I chose to make it a positive force to shape 
my life hereafter.  I know what is important now.”  He said that he learned how vulnerable 
we are.  He knows that our lives are in God’s hands.  He now believes that every day, every 
moment is special, and he greets each day joyously. 
 
As we kneel before the cross once again this Good Friday we are mindful.  We did not choose 
the means of our salvation.  The gruesome and horrible death on the cross for the Son of God 
was God’s decision.  Those with no faith may look on the crucifixion as meaningless.  For 
those of us who believe, who cannot live without hope and purpose, God’s sacrifice of His son 
shapes our life today and hereafter.   
 
We now know what is important and we greet each day joyously because we have been given 
the gift of forgiveness and eternal life. 
 
“In the cross of Christ I glory, towering o’er the wrecks of time; all the light of sacred story 
gathers round its head sublime.”  (Hymnal 441, John Bowring) 


