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Here we are, Good Friday heading for Holy Saturday – the odd day out in the Triduum.  We know what to do with Good Friday, even if we don’t like it.  And we are fairly certain what we want to do with Easter Day.  But what of the day-in-between. We have the habit of slipping easily from the  Friday to the Sunday - almost everyone, however liturgically serious and 'catholic' does very little on the Saturday – Holy Saturday – except of course the church decorators and flower arrangers who are all working overtime to get the church ready for Easter Day.
We have looked at a variety of areas over the week, and it has been challenging – even unsettling- for some. Maybe some understanding that we had of heaven, hell or eternal life has been shaken.  Maybe for others it has indicated the way forward to more solid ground,  giving structure and reason to what we thought was true – but suspected others did not hold in the same way. You will meet people in the parish with a wide variety of beliefs both within the broad areas of the Christian tradition and some well outside it.  They usually don’t confront clergy head on and we often have to earn the right to hear their story.

It is an arena where we get definite and strongly held and expressed opinions from some quarters. The humanist perspective that insists that death is the end, finito.  Others who are determined that their particular interpretation of resurrection and the after-life is the only possible Christian option.  The task of theology is, indeed most aspects of deep, reflective, thought, is to attempt to discover where truth is most likely to lie between other strongly held competing truth claims.  It can be unsettling. 
For many this world is a deeply troubling place out of which we need to be rescued and in the Christian tradition this usually presents with a very future eschatology.

This clip, made by a Christian in the USA fairly recently illustrates the view quite well.

You may (if you’re old enough!) remember Barry McGuire’s ‘Eve of Destruction’.

[Clip  Eve of Destruction]
There is another story however, what I contend is a more biblical story, to be told here of the redemption of all and the New Creation.  But first we need to take seriously and own for ourselves the theology of Holy Saturday, the day that the church has largely ignored and skipped over.
This is truly tragic for it leaves out a whole area of theology and Christian experience.

 The experience that for that day Jesus was dead and the disciples and other followers were men and women in darkness without any hope at all.  This is an area we slide over too easily, Andrew Lincoln pointed out that the first experience of the disciples even on Easter Day was a bad one: now his body has gone!
We of course know the answer – we know God is going to act, that all comes out right in the end – and more than right totally transformationally, eschatologically, cosmically (and any other posh theological word you can think of) changed. Life is never to be the same. But that is NOT what anyone was expecting at the time. Our quick slide from Good Friday into Easter Sunday is in danger of negating the reality of death and of encouraging a scenario where it was all just a stage, unpleasant although it might be, that Jesus had to go through to fulfil his Father's will and enter back into glory. A script where the final, victorious, chapter has always been known but where the penultimate scene is rather unpleasant.
When Jesus cries on the cross 'Why have you forsaken me', was he
- just speaking the script – 
or  did he really believe this ( but was mistaken) – 
or had the Father at that point really, terrifyingly and unexpectedly withdrawn from his Son? 
I believe the only answer we can possibly give is the last one, for either of the other two leave us with an atonement that is no atonement, with a God who has his son act the part in a divine play that delivers no salvation for us humans because he did not die in our place and did not take our penalty (however you want to interpret that) because he and the Father both knew it was never 'for real'.
In the gospel accounts the disciples withdraw terrified for their own lives and Judas, appalled at the result, commits suicide. That sabbath day that followed must have been the bleakest and the hardest of any to bear.  The day after hope had died, well expressed by Cleopas and colleague walking back to Emmaus  with his statement of shattered dreams and futures, 'We had hoped he was the one . . '
The American Presbyterian theologian Alan E Lewis has written movingly  of this day, Holy Saturday, in  Between Cross and Resurrection ( from which I have taken my title this evening).  A book made much more moving and powerful by the fact that he was diagnosed with a terminal cancer half way though writing it and brings this experience into his reflections and exploration. 

Lewis writes that, however much we may wish to substitute our lives for our loved ones, to suffer and even to die for them, that ultimately there comes a time for every human being when they are utterly alone in their own death and faced with the question (at least  then if not before) as to their own identity. Yet not alone he proclaims,
"Christ's aloneness in the grave on Easter Saturday actually and savingly contradicts the contention that in our deaths we die alone. In his aloneness on that day, the Son of God keeps company with us in our terminal aloneness, joins us in the solitude of death and judgement, so that we are solitary no longer, and do not have to die alone. In fact, if death means aloneness, and we are not alone after all, then in the most real sense . . .we do not have to die at all.  My lonely, solitary, personal seat before God's judgment throne is occupied by Another, who has taken my place and become my substitute." 

This is of huge significance for those who take their own lives, who so often have entered into a place so dark that they can see no light, no exit, no hope.  And are at that moment totally alone. 
Tomorrow morning at worship there will be a dead Jesus shrouded on the floor.  When we have done this before some have found this disturbing and  an uncomfortable presence in the worship. Some would rather either 'it' or they had not been there. 
Elie Wiesel's account of the execution of two men and a youth in (not) Auschwitz is quite well known, and taken up by Moltmann in his seminal The Crucified God
. The boy is too light to die immediately and takes 30 minutes to slowly die whereas the men's death is almost instantaneous. As the boy slowly writhes on the end of the rope 'Where is God? Where is he?' a voice asks from behind him.  As the youth still hung there the voice again asks  'Where is God now?' – and the reply from within Wiesel himself is  'he is there, hanging on the gallows' Moltmann interprets this as God's entering into the pain and suffering of his creation and creatures, to the extent of being willing to suffer and die for them. This is indeed and important insight that has been immensely formative in developing a theology with a positive engagement with the world's suffering.  Yet there is another, bleaker, possibility that Wiesel may have in mind: that God indeed dies, beaten and a failure in Auschwitz. 
Again Lewis 
"On the day after his death Jesus is no hero, savior or redeemer. He is dead and gone, convicted as a sinner a rebel and blasphemer, who has paid the price of tragic failure.  He simply died, and his cause died with him, quite falsified and finished."
 
For those who have hit the blackness of this pit of despair their cry of pain is that hope has died: there is no future, no way out, nothing but nothing. Judas committed suicide. Were there others who we know nothing about who did the same, believing their every hope to have been destroyed
The pastoral point that I want to make here is that this Holy Saturday experience is something that is common to the whole Christian life and journey – not a symptom of spiritual malaise, failure or mental illness. Although some experience this more than others, and some get stuck and suffer more greatly.  Those who suffer this sort of blackness and depression talk of a darkness that is all encompassing, a pit from which there is no way out. There is no light at the end of the tunnel. There is no end.   In most cases time, and maybe friends, bring them through this but others reach the situation where to carry on living is more painful than to end their life. 
This is the reality for some that at this moment, now, the prospect of living is more painful than that of dying. 
There are very many more who have been in that position than actually attempt suicide. Christians who have come through such an experience often use language to describe how they felt that bears strong similarities to language used by spiritual writers in talking about experiencing spiritual darkness – often described in St John of the Cross' term, 'the dark night of the soul'.  

This, I suggest gives us a clue as to some aspects of what is happening here and it relates to the Holy Saturday experience of Jesus dead and alone in the grave described above. The disciples hung on until Sunday.  Most human beings who hit such darkness manage to hang on until some light comes, but for those suffering from such severe depressive illness the darkness may be so intense and the duration (and maybe its re-occurrence) so long they lose all hope in this world.

A tragedy in this world, but thank God not in the next. For in dying alone in that tomb Jesus, as Lewis wrote above, has made it the case that no one ever has to die alone again, for that grave is already occupied by the Son of God himself. A consolation for those left behind as well as an assurance for the one who died. 
The moment of acute suffering when such a  tragedy as suicide hits the church – or as when a child dies or the sudden death of someone in their prime – is not the time for the minister to talk theology and produce their 'explanation' for what has happened, but the way that we act and behave in such circumstances will be guided by our theology, what we believe and hold to, and what we have thought through – maybe not very thoroughly – before.  

Ministers have in various ways made matters worse and not better. One woman tells of how the minister arrived at the bereaved's  family and friends to declare 'She is not here, she is risen!'  'I could have punched him in the face' she recounted with great honesty.  A mother who's teen-age son had killed himself a few years before spoke to her pastor of her eagerness for a course of directed bible study on suicide, to be told simply 'There is nothing in the Bible about suicide'.

Our desire to share the joy of our Easter faith, the joy of resurrection life, can lead us to a false and ersatz spirituality where we celebrate the life having never known the death. Most of our congregations can tell us this is wrong, viscerally, deep in their bodies, but we have never allowed the darkness to be expressed and owned in so many cases.  'Its Friday . . .but Sunday's coming' is indeed a comfort to Christians and an inspiration to assurance and perseverance.  But maybe sometimes we need to say 'its Saturday – just let us stay there a bit to realise how it really feels.' 
Death Reversed
What is it that is so different about death for the Christian, that it can be reversed – and what does this mean for us, ourselves, as persons and ministers?

Some examples


“If you don’t feel close to God – guess who moved?”  


The popular “Footsteps” prose poem  with the culmination “it was then that I carried you..”


The Wilderness in Westcott House in Cambridge– and the comment of an ordinand   “I didn’t come here to go into any wilderness”
Which interpretation will you take? 
He has walled up my way, so that I cannot pass, and he has

set darkness upon my paths. (Job 19:8)

Williams writes in Open to Judgement
 that it is very easy to go round and round the paths for a long time. There may be nothing in particular that puts an obstacle in the way.

If I am a 'conservative' (either catholic or evangelical), my circular path will be one of conventional sacramental (or lack of) observance and a theological picture, however vague or naïve, which sees God as the reliable source of meaning behind it all - God arranging the Church and its observances as the best available means for me to get to him. 

If I am a 'radical', my God may be the disturber of the social order, the one who calls me into freedom and into creative action - the God of the future, of the new and liberated humanity.

Both of these pictures as they stand are delusory. 
They are, equally, religious games, designed to comfort us and justify us in the style of religious life we have found congenial. As they stand, they are projections and wish-fulfilments, and all the unkind things psychologists have always tended to accuse religion of. 'God' is a word or a concept which has a well-defined function in the way I order my life: and when you have explained that function, you have explained God. 

Something else might do just as well. – such as family, community (a very in concept theologically at present), fresh expressions, local ministry,  football, ethnic identity.


The only defence religion ever has or ever will have against the charge of cosy fantasy is the kind of experience, the kind of reflection normally referred to by Christian writers - at least since the sixteenth century - as the 'night of the spirit'. Or, as I have outlined earlier, the Holy Saturday experience.
The 'night of the spirit' or 'night of the soul' is often thought  of as another kind of religious experience, a very exalted, very painful, very dramatic mystical sharing in the sufferings of Christ, or something of that sort.
But the truth is, alas, that it is simpler, and much more alarming.
It is the end of religious experience, the very opposite of mysticism. It is a wall in the way, as Job says, it is the evacuation of meaning. We have been going round and round the paths, and suddenly we see that our path goes round a hole, a bottomless black pit. 

In the middle of all our religious constructs - if we have the honesty to look at it - is an emptiness. 

It makes nonsense of all religion - conservative or radical - and all piety.

But how do we get to this point and why?  Is it a failure, a lack of faith, an unbelief  that comes back to judge us?

Is it as the woman I came across recently suffering the loss of a child, breakdown of a marriage and many other disasters who confessed that she was  terribly evil and without any hope in life – look at what God was doing to her?


People come to an awareness of this emptiness in different ways. For some, it can be the fruit of a personal growth in prayer or of study which leads inexorably to the point where words, books and techniques will no longer help; and then there is only nonsense and darkness and a sense of utter lostness. 

For others it can be some personal crisis, in which the pain and senselessness of human experience suddenly rings so true that the cheapness and falsity of glib religious patterns appear for what they really are.   Eli Weisel’s harrowing account of the execution of three prisoners in the concentration camp illustrates:  “where is your God”, he heard, “where is your God”.   “Hanging on that scaffold he replies”

Perhaps for the 'radical' it can come when human beings prove intractable, when words like 'liberation' and 'justice' fall to the ground before the incurable destructiveness of men and women, privately as well as socially. Maybe at a time of personal betrayal or failure of hope.

It can be the sudden bursting of pent up frustrations with the church and the liturgy – a very professional hazard for those in ministry.  As Williams notes “ the very hollowness and banality of a lot of modern liturgy has been for some a revelation that there was never any meaning there at all.”. He could also add the realisation that the church as structure and organisation – in whichever denominational form – bears so little resemblance to what it is supposed to be causes a loss of belief that any of it can be true at all.


But however it is reached, the experience is one: the breakdown of order, the breakdown of schemes and maps. There are no guiding lines in the darkness: there is no straightforward religious experience we can hold on to.

 If we can still pray at all, it becomes, empty, into a void. In an 'age of faith' this was felt as an experience of God's anger: God had withdrawn from the soul and rejected it. The ‘slow withdrawing roar’, over Dover Beach, for those who know Matthew Arnold’s poem.
Today, it is much more likely to be felt as the total breakdown of any religious meaning whatsoever. If language about God cannot survive this kind of testing, it is no use; it cannot refer to anything. 

Reality is Godless, and I can only go on being religious if I turn my back on reality.


There is another possible response to this experience – it may be that it is the only other response possible.

 'Let the darkness come upon you,' wrote T S Eliot, 'which shall be the darkness of God.' The same is said at greater length by John of the Cross, the sixteenth-century saint who analyses the 'dark night' with unparalleled clarity and honesty. 
The real question, John suggests, is about what you are really after: do you want 'spirituality', mystical experience, inner peace, or do you want God? 
If we want God, then we must be prepared to let go of all, absolutely all, substitute satisfactions, intellectual and emotional. We must recognise that God is so unlike whatever can be thought or pictured, that, when we have got beyond the stage of self-indulgent religiosity there will be nothing we can securely know or feel. 

We face a blank: and any attempt to avoid that or shy away from it is a return to playing comfortable religious games. 

This can be experienced in many ways – often it is the sense of darkness, and Michel Quoist’s prayer ‘It is Dark’ illustrates this well
At the end all the plaintive gets back is “It is dark”.
For others, it is the awareness of the absence of everything that had been (or thought to have been) there before.

My own experience of loss of faith, absence but followed by unsought presence
It also must be said very strongly that while not every Christian (it seems) is called to experience this it is so very common in spiritual writers that it cannot be ignored as somehow a lack of faith, but more a stage in spiritual maturity (but not necessarily wisdom).  
The dark night is God's attack on religion. If you genuinely desire union with the unspeakable love of God, then you must be prepared to have your 'religious' world shattered. 
If you think devotional practices, theological insights, even charitable actions give you some sort of a purchase on God, you are still playing games. 
On the other hand, if you can face and accept and even rejoice in the experience of darkness, if you can accept that God is more than an idea which keeps your religion or philosophy or politics tidy - then you may find a way back to religion, philosophy or politics, to an engagement with them that is more creative because you are more aware of the oddity, the uncontrollable quality of the truth at the heart of all things.  Then you will be able to honestly confront whatever comes to you without fear of the unknown.  During the 2nd WW a German pastor was being interrogated by a Gestapo officer – who was getting nowhere. The man shouted at the pastor “Why do you not cooperate – do you not know I can have you killed!” to which the pastor replied, “Yes, I know that – but I have already died.”. The Gestapo officer threw his papers down and stormed from the room.

But why make this response rather than the other? Why interpret it positively and not negatively? 

There is something in Christian faith itself, at its very roots, which gives a clue, something which has enabled serious Christians throughout the ages to interpret the 'dark night' as the experience of the strange and elusive reality of God himself. 

This is, of course, the constant stress in the gospels upon the necessity of losing one's life, taking up the cross, being baptised with Jesus' baptism, and so on.

And its climax and focus is in the passion and death of Jesus himself and the Holy Saturday experience.

Intimacy with God means refusing all consoling substitutes for God and bearing the consequences.

To 'deny oneself is a radical matter - not a question of 'mortifications' and acts of self-denial (games again), but a loosening of our hysterical, terrified grip on what we know and are comfortable with. 

'Denying oneself' amounts to the decision that I am not going to try to shape the truth to my wants and needs, but am determined to accept the truth as it is, not as I want it to be, accept that I am part of reality, not the lord of it. 

It is the risk of saying no to religion in order to come to the truth of God; even if it breaks and kills everything I am familiar and happy with. 

Rowan Williams states that “the Christian who claims to find God uniquely and definitively in Jesus, and especially in the cross of Jesus is claiming that the roots of his faith are in a massive and total negation of false God-images and religious securities”.

Yet it is worth pausing to ponder what you or I might be tempted to complete if given the starter

 “The Christian who claims to find God uniquely and definitively in Jesus, and especially in the cross of Jesus is claiming that………..

What exactly?

“…that Jesus paid the penalty for his sins on the cross and opened heaven to all who are born again, of this we are sure.”

What Williams, and John of the Cross, and many, many, others is saying is that if you or I want to have a resurrection we have to have a death. And a death when we know it is only a paper transaction on the way to glory is NOT DEATH.

And finally, it is because God is as he is that all this is not just nihilistic and terrifying. God in Christ shows himself as the God whose compassion is without bounds, utterly identified with our pain and working to bring us out of death and bondage into life. It is only when false images of God, the world and myself have been broken that I can be truly free. 

If I look on the world as something focusing on me, if I look on God as something functioning usefully in my philosophy, then I am imprisoned in my self, and I cannot give or receive true and compassionate love.

When God in this terrible darkness breaks through, he begins to displace and destroy that dominating and manipulating self; then he sets me free to be loved and to give myself to him and to my brothers and sisters.

So a prayer that is content to stay in and endure the darkness, to come back daily to look into the unmanageable blank mystery of God, can be and should be the true wellspring of love and service, because it is a constant questioning and weakening of the selfish ego. 

And it is only by living through it, discovering what it can do to our faith and our love that we shall finally understand the night of the spirit. As Jesus, having given himself over to hell, was raised alive for ever, so must we pray to find, in and through the night, the true and enduring newness of life that God wills to give us. 

As Jesus, though raised, still carries the marks of the cross, we cannot hope to escape or avoid the full seriousness and costliness of the night by some final reversal which gives us back our comfort. 

We too are called to life, but life with the marks of the cross upon us.
This breakthrough of hope is well illustrated in the following clip from the Shawshank Redemption, where in the darkness of a brutal prison system something happens when a prisoner gets his hands on the prison PA system and some records . . 

[clip  Mozart scene ]

‘For a short time every man in Shawshank was free’
The light is at the heart of the dark, the dawn breaks when we have entered fully into the night. When we recognise our God in this experience, we can indeed say with the Psalmist, 'The darkness is no darkness with thee; the night is as clear as the day' (Psalm 139.12)
Prayer:   ( J V Taylor)

O living God

We, who are partly living, scarcely hoping and fitfully caring,

Pray to you now to make us fully alive.

Give us the vitality, awareness and commitment

That we see in Jesus Christ,

Through the power of his death and resurrection.

Amen.
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