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At the very end of the Spiritual Exercises, in the so-called “Contemplation to Gain Love,” St. Ignatius offers two “pre-notes.”  The first reminds us that genuine love is more often and better expressed in deeds rather than in words.  The second reminds us that love is mutual, and that each party shares with the beloved as she is able out of what she has.  These notes are useful when we contemplate Christ’s passion and death, as we do on this Good Friday.

As when we face the death of any loved one, at Christ’s death, there is little we can really say beyond “I’m so sorry.”  What we can do for Jesus and his loved ones is hang in there – remain present and trust that our presence is a consolation and support.  Staying close, resisting our natural instinct to flee as his followers did, refusing even to look away – these are deeds which express our loving friendship and solidarity with the suffering Christ.  And in doing these simple (but painful) things, we give to Jesus what we have to give: our compassion, our willingness to “suffer with” him, even as he gives us everything that he has – his life, his love, his integrity, and his example of obedience, trust, and surrender.

In the end, that really is the whole thing in a nutshell, isn’t it?  Calvary is about Jesus emptying himself in obedient trust and surrender to his loving God and Father, and about his attending with his last breaths to the care and service of others.  In doing these things, Jesus reverses in his human nature Adam and Eve’s defiant tasting of the forbidden fruit.  At his arrest, he says: “Take me, I am the one you want; but let my friends go.”  As he is dying, he remembers to make sure that his mother will be cared for.  He embraces humiliation, suffering, and death as the ultimate act of faith in God’s fidelity, as well as the ultimate act of solidarity with us in our weakness and pain.  He also offers the ultimate illustration of love for enemies – God’s refusal to respond to our hatefulness and cruelty in kind.


Like all aspects of the Christian mystery, the paradox of the Cross did not happen once upon a time, long ago, in a land far, far away.  Or rather, it did; but it did not stop there.  Sadly, human beings continue every day to treat their brothers and sisters with dehumanizing hostility and cruelty; and so, every day, the crucified Christ continues to suffer with the innocent victims within and among us, consoling them by his presence while also trying his infinite best to seduce their tormentors away from fear-driven violence and into their true identity as loved and loving daughters and sons of God.  So… God suffers with us when we suffer.  And he also loves us when we are cruel and violent, seeking to call us out of fear into love, light, happiness, and peace.

In the epilogue to George Bernard Shaw’s St. Joan, Joan of Arc returns in a dream and encounters her executioners.  One of them, John de Stogumber, has been changed by the part that he played in her death.  Having suffered a breakdown of sorts, he has emerged as a simple-minded country curate, somewhat wandering in his wits, who is gentle and kind to a fault.  He explains: “I did a very cruel thing once because I did not know what cruelty was like.  I had not seen it you know.  That is the great thing: you must see it.  And then you are redeemed and saved.”  A bishop and fellow inquisitor asks: “Were not the sufferings of Christ enough?”  “Oh no.  Not at all,” the priest responds.  I had seen them in pictures, and read of them in books, and been greatly moved by them, as I thought.  But it was no use: it was not our Lord that redeemed me, but a young woman whom I actually saw burned to death.  It was…most dreadful.  But it saved me.  I have been a different man ever since.”  Bishop Cauchon then asks Fr. John Shaw’s haunting question: “Must then a Christ perish in torment in every age to save those that have no imagination?”  

I fear, as did Shaw, that the answer may be “Yes.”  So perhaps it is fortunate for us that we live in a world where women and children must daily walk miles in the blistering heat bearing the heavy burden of the cross to carry drinking water to their families.  Maybe it is for our salvation that mothers in our world weep like Mary for their children who will sicken and die from malnutrition and unsanitary living conditions.  Maybe it is so that we can see what cruelty is like that bullets rather than nails pierce the bodies of innocent young bystanders who are literally caught in the crossfire of drug dealers.  If our witnessing of any of these things turns our hearts away from indifference toward compassion and a desire to help, then the suffering members of Christ’s Body on Earth can say with Shaw’s St. Joan: “Well, if [we] saved all those [you] would have [neglected or] been cruel to if you had not [seen our suffering], we [did not suffer] for nothing, [did we]?”

So we take heart and find hope even today, as we focus on the unjust ordeal of the Suffering Servant, who was “pierced for our offenses [and] crushed for our sins.”  We do join our sorrows to Christ’s sorrow, grieving that he endured his afflictions for us.  But as we do, we remember that “Son though he was, he learned obedience from what he suffered; and when he was made perfect, he became the source of salvation for all who obey him.”  And even as we venerate the wood of the cross, and honor Christ’s obedience which won salvation for us, we notice that the cross is no longer occupied; because we honor a Christ who, because of that same obedience, lives and reigns forever at his Father’s right hand.
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