GOOD FRIDAY 2009

“WHEN THE BOOK SLAMS SHUT”


What do you think of when a book slams shut?  You’ll hear it here in this liturgy in just a few moments; it’s meant to be a reminder of the opening of the tomb.  And yet the reality is, that sound often is not so much about new beginnings, as final endings.  I picture a judge hearing a case, he slams a book shut; it’s not a good sign.  More than once over the years I’ve sat in a class, where a teacher got frustrated and got up and slammed their books shut…it’s not a good sign.


The image I have when a book gets slammed shut is…its over.  Things are finished.  They’re done.  And I guess that’s why Pastor Walt chose this sermon title a year ago, for this night, for Good Friday.  And it’s a good title, because in many ways there is a finality to this night.  And to this Lenten season.

Christ is on a cross and John just told us…he’s dead.  Sounds like the book is shut to me.

44 years ago our country was struggling with the war in Vietnam.  There were nightly body counts on our TVs, there was turmoil in our streets and in tens of thousands of homes, there was heartache for daughters and sons who never came home.  44 years ago, our country was struggling, all too late, with demands to end apartheid here and to treat all of God’s children with justice.  It was a time of great hope and expectation; it was a time of bitter pain and disappointment.  And it was the year I graduated from Rutgers. I went to work for the Bureau of Children’s Services, in an office filled with a wonderful bunch of idealistic people, who believed they could and they would make a difference in this world.  In dealing with poverty.  In dealing with racism.  In dealing with hunger.  In dealing with basic issues of human rights and human justice.  It was a time of what liberation theologian Juan Luis Segundo would call, “ethical audacity.”  An unwillingness to accept things as they are, and to demand that they be as they should be.  As God intended.


It was a special time to work in that office.  We spent our days struggling with all those challenges out on the streets of Camden. With hope; with optimism.  But sadly, at the end of too many days, there was a sense that the system had beaten us.  We’d sit and we’d talk, and often my friend Miriam would take out her guitar and sing the music, the folk music that was so much a part of that time, so much a part of our world.  There were songs of hope.  And there were songs of despair.  One in particular came back go me as I got ready for tonight, thinking about this Lenten journey we’ve been on.  It was an old folk song that began very simply; very plaintively.  “Hey ho, nobody home...”  And with it, comes a special memory.

Long, long ago, I worked with a family that had a child abducted.  Horribly, never to be seen or heard from again.  It was an indescribable nightmare.  Years later, the mother of  that child refused to ever leave her home.   She wouldn’t go to church.  She wouldn’t go to the supermarket.  She wouldn’t go to friends.  She wouldn’t go to dinner.  She would not go anywhere.  And not, because of some kind of agrophobia.  She explained it very simply, and it made perfect sense to me.  “What would ever happen if my daughter came home, and there was no one here?”  Hey ho, nobody home.....oh no, not for her.  So, every night she put that front porch light on and she waited.  She told me, “I’ll never move, how would my baby ever find me?”  And in that woman’s horrific experience, the very epitome of destructive sin in this world, there is a vision of God’s good and constant love. No matter where we’ve been; no matter how far we roam; God calls us back and waits for us.  The light’s on, so that we can find our way.  And yet how foolishly, we spend our time and our energy knocking at all those doors where nobody’s home.  Dress it up any way you want, but you spend your life knocking at greed’s door, see if there’s ever any answer.  Spend your life knocking at narcissism’s hideaway and the Gospel message will constantly offend you.  Spend your energy knocking at hate’s door, don’t be surprised at God’s silence.  Knock for pride and arrogance and then when your world starts to crumble, you’ll discover, ain’t nobody there.  My mentor in Seminary, the late Bishop Bill Lazareth said it ever so simply, “You want to chase your own gods, hang on your own cross.”  In the dark.  Alone.  With the book slammed shut.  Make no mistake, this liturgy ends in a grave.  Because that was the world’s answer to God’s Son on that first Good Friday.  Because that was the world’s response to God’s awesome, graceful gift.  And I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to stay here in the dark. In the words of the old Gospel, “I’m tired; I’m weak; I’m worn.  I just want to go home.  And I know I can’t do it alone.  Take my hand.  Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me home.”  


Thank God, when the world slams the book shut, God writes a new chapter.  (Psst.  They call it Easter!).     

