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Good Friday (Seven Last Words at Wyckoff Reformed Church) • April 19, 2019 
Matthew 27:45-46 
  

 This word is different. The other six of Jesus’s last words on the cross are proclamation (I 
thirst, It is finished…) or promise (Today you will be with me in paradise, Woman, behold your son). They make 
sense to us. They sound like things Jesus would say. My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? is 
different. It doesn’t sound like the kind of thing Jesus would say at all. 
 And not only does it not sound like Jesus, it suggests a real problem. If Jesus is “God from 
God, light from light, true God from true God,” then what does it mean for God to forsake Jesus? 
What does it mean for Jesus, who through the Holy Spirit is in perfect union with the one he calls 
the Father, to be abandoned by God?   
 There are a number of ways to get around the problem. One is to suggest that Jesus is not 
actually suffering but merely saying the kind of thing that other people said when they were 
crucified. In other words, he’s merely pretending to suffer. Another is to suggest that it is not the 
divine nature of Christ that suffers but the human nature. In other words, Jesus might be suffering, 
but this suffering never actually affects God. And yet another, my personal favorite, is to suggest 
that since Jesus is quoting the first verse of Psalm 22, which ends in a statement of faith, he is 
actually experiencing a moment of deep communion with God the Father. In other words, his cry of 
abandonment is actually a statement of faith. 
 The problem with all of these is that they get the problem the wrong way around. They start 
with an idea we have about God (God is all knowing, God is all powerful, etc., etc.) and then try to 
make Jesus fit into that definition. And if something doesn’t fit, it must be wrong. God cannot 
suffer, so when Jesus says that he is suffering, that can’t be right. Maybe we just didn’t hear the end 
of the psalm or something. 
 But if you take it on its own terms, Jesus’s cry of dereliction reveals something radical. That 
Jesus not only experiences suffering as a person, but that he suffers as God. That suffering, the 
experience of life’s limits, has been brought into the limitless life of God. It is as if there was a 
contradiction, a disruption, a gap brought into the very life of the Trinity that embodies perfect 
unity.  
 Hopefully you can see how unorthodox, almost heretical, that idea is. It seems to come close 
to breaking the language that we use to talk about God. And yet, God’s being, God’s love, God’s 
character can’t be contained by our language or vision or expectations. What seems to us to be a 
contradiction turns out to be not a contradiction at all, but the very revelation of the depths of 
God’s passion for us.  
 In other words, Jesus’s passion, this event of suffering that has been taken into the very life 
of God, is not a kind of contradiction but the very revelation of God’s character. God’s love pours 
out not just to create a world to admire from a far or to hear laments with a sympathetic ear but to 
enter into creation’s suffering itself.  
 We know that we live in a world of immense suffering. It fills our screens and streets, papers 
and prayer requests. And we know that we one of the ways we resist the power of evil is by bearing 
witness to one another’s suffering.  

And yet, there’s a limit to that witnessing. We cannot bear witness to all the world’s 
suffering. There the countless victims of violence who are unable to bear witness to their suffering 
because they are no longer alive to speak its truth. They died alone. They died without dignity. They 
died forsaken. 
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 After surviving the Holocaust, Primo Levi became famous for his recollections of its evils. 
But reflecting back on his life as an author, he saw something missing. “We, the survivors,” he 
wrote, “are not the true witnesses… we are those who by their prevarications or abilities or good 
luck did not touch bottom.” We cannot bear witness because we did not touch bottom.  
 Jesus’s cry of dereliction, My God, my God, why have you forsaken me, is God “touching bottom.” 
Which means that there is no experience, no grief, no lament, no trauma that God has not 
experienced before us. That when we reach the very limits of ourselves, God is still there to meet us, 
forsaking Godself so that we might never be forsaken. 
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