Maundy Thursday Homily 2008
Silence, Suffering and Song

A teacher of mine once said this about the psalms in the bible, words which I think can also be applied to the lamentations attributed to Jeremiah: the beginning of healing from suffering is the first cry of anguish. In silence—the silence in which we are literally struck dumb by grief—we merely exist, breath, continue living. We do not have words for our pain, we do not even have sounds for it. But if we can cry, if we can lament, if we can howl and wail, then we begin at least to move apart from the sheer fact of suffering into an articulation of it. 

Some of the psalms are cries of pain and doubt and fear. Why God is this happening? Where are you? Look, my enemies have surrounded me---help!

In the Lamentations of Jeremiah, the enemies have triumphed. The city is destroyed. Images we have unfortunately become reacquainted with have seared themselves on the eyeballs and memories of the survivors, images of death and torture and grief and the triumph of wicked men. Rachel is crying for her lost children and she will not be consoled. Blood stains the stones of the shattered temple. At first the survivors creeping back in the early light—the Babylonians now gone with their captives, the dead littering the streets—make no sound. But then the wailing begins. After that comes the prophetic lament; grief finding words appropriate, if not adequate—no words are ever adequate to the reality of death and grief—to the pain. In time we even find our hearts expressed through music and song; these somehow strangely comfort as well as express the wounds of the battered human hearts.

God hears us even in our silence. But we hold on to the song.

We are here this evening to remember a Passover seder two thousand years ago. We recall the man who blessed the bread and said this is my body, broken for you. We recall at the end when he took the cup of wine—Elijah’s cup—and said this is my blood, poured our for you, and for many, for forgiveness. We remember the one who sold him out, another who denied him thrice. Others who fled into the darkness. We remember he prayed, alone, but received the hard answer. We remember his arrest and flogging and unfair trial, the harsh morning light in which the crowd failed to recognize him as their messiah—but saw only their disappointment and cried for blood. We prepare this evening to wait for his death, to sing the mournful song, so that we may celebrate his resurrection on Easter morning.

We come here to remember the story of our Lord and to sing the sad songs and strip the altar and wear the black of mourning. We also come to sit in silence and pray. And our prayers will not be of yesterday but today, not of past suffering but of our own, not of long ago hope but of our hope, not of their faith but of our faith. Our silence and our prayers will articulate some pain, no doubt, for life inevitably involves suffering as well as joy, pain as well as beauty; but I hope we will also articulate and express our faith. Our faith in the one who was silent in the face of his tormentors, who suffered the wounds they inflicted without a murmur, who forgave his enemies on the cross. His suffering found voice then—in forgiveness as well as anguish, in triumph—it is finished—as well as in a profound understanding that each of our lives is a gift we give back to God in the form of a breath, of a word, of a song. Into your hands I commit my spirit. So the sad song concludes—though the victory song will yet be sung.

In Christ’s name, amen.
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