Good Friday Tenebrae Service
April 10, 2020 // Wildwood Mennonite Church

Welcome to our Good Friday service. As with everything else these days, we are wishing that
we could gather in person for this occasion. But we are grateful that we do have the technology
to share this experience in this way. And we are reminded that we also share this story with
billions of Christians around the globe and through the ages. We are not alone this night in our
remembering the journey to the Cross.

This evening we will be reading the story of Jesus’ arrest, trial and crucifixion, mostly as told by
John’s gospel. For narrative and style purposes, some familiar pieces have been intertwined
from the other gospels as well.

This is a “tenebrae” service--tenebrae from the Latin meaning “darkness”. So this is a journey
into the shadows of Good Friday, and we’ll be extinguishing candles throughout the story as
darkness falls and the night deepens literally and figuratively.

If it is possible in your setting, | invite you to arrange 7 candles in whatever way you like, either
all together in front of you or scattered around the room, whatever you like. After our first
reading, | will give you instructions to light the candles and turn off other lights.

As the evening reaches its conclusion, you will also be invited to eat the bread and drink the
juice of communion. If you would like to participate, please gather bread and juice/wine
enough for everyone who is joining in and have those close by.

Finally, | just want to name that many of us have been conditioned to hear this story of Jesus’
crucifixion through a lens of guilt. We’ve been told that it was our sin that put Jesus on the
cross, that we did this to him, and so we should feel guilt for causing an innocent to suffer on
our behalf. While I'm not here to debate the theological validity of that perspective this
evening, | do know that the emotion of guilt tends to cause us to withdraw and shut down, and
that’s counterproductive to the purpose of this story. So if you do feel guilt starting to pile up, |
invite you to acknowledge it, then as best as you can to set it aside and ask what else the story
might have for you this evening. For the intent of this story is to draw us in, to put our whole
selves into the story, for this in some profound way the story of us all.



Introduction: John 1:1-5,

IN THE BEGINNING there was the Word; the Word was in God’s presence, and the Word
was God. The Word was present to God from the beginning. Through the Word all things
came into being, and apart from the Word nothing came into being that has come into
being. In the Word was life, and that life was humanity’s light—a Light that shines in the

darkness, a Light that the darkness has never overtaken...

The Word was coming into the world— was in the world—and though the world was
made through the Word, the world didn’t recognize them. Though the Word came to
their own realm, the Word’s own people didn’t accept them.

Though the Word, Jesus the Christ, came into the world, God’s own people did not recognize
the Christ that had made them. The Good Friday story is that story, of God’s people rejecting
God. This is an ancient story, and it is a true story. It is true not just because it happened, but
because it happens.



We're all a part of this story, because we’ve all failed to recognize the Christ among us, we have
all rejected God’s beloved and tried to do our own thing. The invitation this evening is to find
ourselves in this story tonight, to enter into the story as though we were there, because in so
many ways we are still playing out the same story.

As we imagine the events of that Good Friday long ago, we enter the scene in the Upper Room
in Jerusalem, as Jesus finishes a prayer recorded in John chapter 17. That night, Jesus prays for
himself, asking that his life may give glory to his Abba God. Jesus prays for his disciples, that
they may be protected, that they may understand and obey, that they may remain in his
Creator’s love. And Jesus prays for us: listen to his words. “My prayer is not for the disciples
alone, but also for all those who will believe in me through their message: Creator, | want those
you have given me to be where | am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me from the
beginning of creation.”

In the moments before his trial and crucifixion, Jesus is praying for us, and his prayer is that we
can be where he is, to be with him. Jesus calls us to be with him this night; let us join him
there:

Meditation/Action: Go ahead now and light your candles, all seven of them, and dim the lights
wherever you are as best as you can.

John 18:1-12 The Arrest

After Jesus had said all this, he left with the disciples and crossed the Kidron Valley.
There was a garden there, and Jesus and the disciples entered it. Judas, the traitor,
knew the place well, because Jesus often met there with his disciples. Judas led the
Roman soldiers to the place, along with some Temple guards sent by the chief priests
and Pharisees. All were armed and carried lanterns and torches.

Then Jesus, aware of everything that was going to take place, stepped forward and said
to them, “Who are you looking for?”

“Are you Jesus of Nazareth?” they asked.

Jesus said, “l am.”

Now Judas, the traitor, was with them.

When Jesus said, “ am,” they all drew back and fell to the ground.
Again, Jesus asked them, “Who are you looking for?”

They replied, “Jesus of Nazareth.”

Jesus said, “I have already told you that | am the one you want. If | am the one you’re
looking for, let the others go.”...

Then the soldiers and their captain and the Temple guards seized Jesus and tied him up.



Meditation: Judas is the villain of this story, the betrayer, the traitor, the sell-out. And yet, it
could have been any of us. For we have all at one time or another chosen our own selfish

interest, broken someone’s trust, betrayed a friend. Picture this scene in your imagination, but
put your own image in Judas’s place, for we, too, have been there.

Blow out one of your candles, as the night deepens.

John 18:19-23 - The Trial

They took Jesus first to the priest Annas for trial. Annas was the father-in-law of
Caiaphas, who was high priest that year. It was Caiaphas who had advised the Temple
authorities that it was better to have one person die on behalf of the people.

Annas questioned Jesus about his disciples and his teachings. Jesus answered, “I have
spoken publicly to everyone; | have always taught in synagogues and in the Temple area
where the whole Jewish people congregates. | have said nothing in secret. So why do you
question me? Ask those who have heard me. Ask them what | said to them—they know
what | said.”

When Jesus said this, one of the guards standing by slapped him and said, “Is this how
you answer the priest?” “If I've said anything wrong,” Jesus replied, “point it out; but if
I’m right in what | said, why do you strike me?” Then Annas sent him, still shackled, to
Caiaphas the high priest.



Meditation: None of us are judges or priests by profession, but we hardly let that stop us from
passing judgment on others. Though we do not understand or walk in their shoes, we imagine
that we know better than others do about what is right and just and acceptable. We offer
condemnation instead of mercy and understanding. And we participate in systems that
perpetuate injustice while claiming objectivity and moral authority.

Let’s take a moment to consider our complicity in injustice, and the shadow of
self-righteousness that shows up when we sit in judgment over others.

Blow out another candle as the night deepens.

John 18:15-18, 25-27 (and Matthew 26:75) - The Denial

Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus from trial to trial that night. This
disciple, who was known to the high priest, entered his courtyard with Jesus, while Peter
hung back at the gate. So the disciple known to the high priest went back and spoke to
the doorkeeper, and brought Peter inside. The doorkeeper said, “Aren’t you one of this
guy’s followers?” But Peter answered, “No, I’'m not.”

Now the night was cold, so the attendants and guards had lit a charcoal fire and were
warming themselves. Peter was with them as well, keeping warm. Others asked him,
“Aren’t you one of his disciples?” But Peter denied it, saying, “l am not!”



One of the attendants of the high priest, a relative of the attendant whose ear Peter had
severed, spoke up: “Didn’t | see you in the garden with him?” Again Peter denied it. At
that moment a rooster crowed. Then Peter remembered what Jesus had said: “Before
the rooster crows, you will deny me three times.” And he went out and wept bitterly.

Meditation: Poor Peter, called out by Jesus for his predictable failure of courage, and yet still
unable to follow through. This, too, is us--who among us has not denied our God in our words
or our actions? Who has never set aside conviction for the convenience or comfort or anxiety of
the moment?

Let’s consider our own hypocrisy and self-deception for a moment...

Blow out another candle, as the night deepens.

John 18:28-40 (and Matt 27:24-26) - Pilate

At daybreak, they led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas to the Praetorium, house of the
Roman governor, Pilate. Pilate went out to them and asked, “What charges do you bring
against this person?” They responded, “We wouldn’t have brought him to you if he
weren’t a criminal.”



Pilate told them, “Take him yourselves, and judge him by your own Law.” The Temple
authorities replied, “We don’t have the power to put anyone to death.” This was to fulfill
what Jesus had said about the way he was going to die.

So Pilate reentered the Praetorium and summoned Jesus. “Are you the King of the
Jews?” asked Pilate. Jesus answered, “Do you say this of your own accord, or have others
told you about me?” Pilate replied, “Am | Jewish? It is your own people and the chief
priests who hand you over to me. What have you done?”

Jesus answered, “My realm is not of this world; if it belonged to this world, my people
would have fought to keep me out of the hands of the Temple authorities. No, my realm
is not of this world.” Pilate said, “So you’re a King?” Jesus replied, “You say I’'m a King. |
was born and came into the world for one purpose—to bear witness to the truth.
Everyone who seeks the truth hears my voice.” “Truth? What is truth?” asked Pilate.

With that, Pilate went outside and spoke to the people. “I find no guilt in him,” he said.
“But according to your custom, | always release a prisoner at the Passover. Do you want
me to release ‘the King of the Jews’?” They shouted, “Not him! We want Barabbas!”
Barabbas was a robber.

Pilate finally realized that he was getting nowhere with this—in fact, a riot was breaking
out. Pilate called for water and washed his hands in front of the crowd, declaring as he

did so, “I am innocent of this man’s blood. The responsibility is yours.” The whole crowd
said in reply, “Let his blood be on us and on our children.”




Meditation: Pilate is not the only one to have said, “well, we’ve done all we can. surely, this is
not our responsibility.” We, too, have passed the buck, waited for someone else to step up, and
failed to do the good we might have done at the expense of the innocent.

Let’s pause to consider the innocent whose suffering we may have prevented.

Blow out another candle, as the night deepens.

John 19:1-16 Death Sentence

So Pilate ordered that Jesus be flogged. Then the soldiers wove a crown out of thorns
and put it on his head, and dressed him in a purple robe. They went up to him repeatedly
and said, “All hail the King of the Jews!” And they struck him in the face.

Pilate came outside once more and said to the crowd, “Look, I'll bring him out here to
make you understand that | find no guilt in him.” So Jesus came out wearing the purple
robe and the crown of thorns, and Pilate said, “Look upon the one you accuse!” When
the chief priests and the Temple guards saw Jesus, they shouted, “Crucify him! Crucify
him!”

Pilate told them, “Do it yourself. | find no reason to condemn him.” “We have a law,” the
Temple authorities replied, “that says he ought to die because he claimed to be the Only
Begotten of God.” When Pilate heard this, he was even more afraid. He went back into
the Praetorium and asked Jesus, “Where do you come from?” Jesus didn’t answer.

Then Pilate said to Jesus, “You refuse to speak? Bear in mind that | have the power to
release you—and the power to crucify you.” “You would have no authority over me,”
Jesus replied, “unless it had been given to you by God. Therefore the person who handed
me over to you has the greater sin.”

Upon hearing this, Pilate attempted to set Jesus free. But the crowd shouted, “If you set
him free, you’re no ‘friend of Caesar.” Anyone who claims to be a king defies Caesar!”

Now it was almost noon on Preparation Day for the Passover. Pilate said to the people,
“Here is your king!” “Take him away!” they shouted. “Take him away! Crucify him!”
Pilate asked, “Do you want me to crucify your king?” The chief priests said, “We have no
king but Caesar!” Then Pilate handed Jesus over to them to be crucified.



Meditation: These people misunderstood Jesus, tried to set him up as something that he was
not. They tried to make him into a king in their own image. When Jesus refused to be who
they wanted him to be, they demanded his death. We, too, have tried to remake God in our
own image. We have rejected Jesus’ claim of sovereignty and insisted that we really know best.

Let’s take a moment to consider the deep cost of our arrogance and willfulness.

Again, blow out another candle, as the night deepens.

John 19: 17-25 Crucifixion

So they took Jesus, carrying his own cross, to what is called the Place of the Skull—in
Hebrew, “Golgotha.” There they crucified him, along with two others, one on either side
of Jesus. Pilate wrote a notice and had it put on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth,
King of the Jews.” The notice, in Hebrew, Greek and Latin, was read by many people,
because the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city. The chief priests said to
Pilate, “Don’t write ‘King of the Jews,” but, ‘This one said, | am King of the Jews.”” Pilate
replied, “I have written what | have written.” After the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they
took his clothing and divided it into four pieces, one piece for each soldier. They also took
the seamless robe. The soldiers said to one another, “Let’s not tear it. We can throw dice
to see who will get it.” This happened in order to fulfill the scripture, “They divided my
garments among them and, for my clothing, they cast lots.” And this is what they did.






