My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?
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This Tuesday evening of Holy Week places us half way between the euphoria of Palm Sunday and the desolation of Good Friday. The lovely but fairly austere office of Compline forms part of the gear change as we approach that most solemn of days, and I want to underline this more somber mood by focusing for a few minutes on the chilling words of Jesus from the cross: My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?

The harshness of the question — or should one say the accusation? — and the difficulty of making sense of it — how can God forsake God? — have led to attempts to soften its impact. For example, the words come from the opening verse of Psalm 22, and some commentators have suggested that Jesus actually recited the whole of that psalm, including its confident, even triumphant ending. And both the Good Friday devotion known as the Seven Words from the Cross and Stainer’s Crucifixion soften the impact by placing the cry of desolation before the more reassuring Father, into they hands I commend my spirit (from St Luke) and the ambiguous but probably triumphant It is finished (from St John). 

But this is to fudge the issue. Of the seven words from the cross, three are given by Luke (Father forgive, Today you will be with me in paradise, and Father, into thy hands) and three are given by John (Woman behold thy son, I thirst, and It is finished). For Matthew and Mark, the only two gospels to record My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?, this cry of desolation is the only word spoken by Jesus on the cross, and is followed only by a loud inarticulate cry as he gasped his last breath.

Each evangelist tells the story of our salvation in his own way. I do not say one is better or worse than another, but we do none of them any favours by melding together their different accounts. Certainly not by reducing the starkness of the crucifixion in Matthew and Mark. They tell us that such was the depth of Jesus’ hurt and sense of rejection and misunderstanding that only his agonised cry that God himself had deserted him could express the experience of total loss. Nothing must lessen that agony.
It is no accident that Luke and John, who tell that Jesus receives human support in his final hours (from the presence of his mother and friend, from the words of his fellow sufferer), do not record his words of dereliction. Jesus’ sense of being forsaken by God relates directly to his experience of being forsaken and let down by his disciples and by the best of human institutions (Roman Law and the Jewish religion). Jesus knew better than anyone that God does not act in human affairs by thunderbolts and magic. If the incarnation teaches anything, it is that divine support is given by human agency, and if all human support is taken away, not least when our own inner resources fail us — as they eventually must at the hour of our death — then there is nothing else.

God works through the creation he has made, and when we are let down by ourselves and our friends and all earthly means, then to all intents and purposes we have been deserted by God himself. That is what Jesus experiences, that is what he gives voice to, and that is the end of the story as Mark especially tells it. No further words of comfort or reassurance. He dies with those words on his lips: My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? This is the horror and this is the power, and — for me at least — this is the glory also, of St Mark’s account of the passion. He pulls no punches. He says that Jesus went into the pit, the depths of blackest despair, forsaken by his friends, outlawed by his religion, denied justice by the state, and therefore feeling rejected by God himself, and in that despair he died.

You might think that this is a cause for us to despair also, but it is not. Quite the opposite. It is the one thing that should lead us never to despair. Consider: when we look at Jesus and his sharing of our human woes there is that always that little voice saying to us, “Ah well, it was alright for him, because at the end of the day he always had the sense of his Father’s presence; he never really knew what it was to feel the way I feel, totally empty, totally forsaken.” And what St Mark is saying is: Yes he did.

So there was no happy ending. Jesus died in a greater senses of despair and rejection than any other human being has ever felt. And therefore, Mark tells us, it does not matter how bad you feel, how low you have sunk, how desolate you are: Christ has gone deeper, sunk further, and felt greater desolation. There is nothing in the depths of human pain and fear which you can feel, which you cannot know in your heart that he has shared with you. That is the paradox: it is only because Jesus faced the absolute worst that he can be a source of strength to us, now, here today. Why is this?
In terms of Jesus’ own psychology, Mark leaves us with the utter starkness; but the way he tells his story to us, his readers, he does give — at the very moment of Jesus’ death — two signs of reassurance that all will be well, that the sense of abandonment is not matched by the reality.

First, the veil of the Temple is ripped in two, the ultimate symbol in Jewish religion of the uniting of God and humanity.
And second, there are the words of the centurion, “Truly this man was the Son of God.” In his moment of total failure and death — and only in that moment —  Jesus has the power to open the eyes of this hardened pagan soldier.

And so we — Mark’s readers — are shown that this is the start of the great evangelistic mission of the Church, telling (in Mark’s own opening words of his gospel) “The good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”

