
 The Church of the Holy Sepulcher in the old city of Jerusalem enshrines the site where the 

holy events we commemorate tonight took place two millennia ago.  A twenty-minute walk or so 

from the church will take you to a hilltop on which stands the national Israel Museum.  Its exhibits 

take one through the entire history of the Jewish people and their presence in the land given unto 

them by God.   

 Among them is an artifact unearthed when archeologists stumbled upon an ancient tomb, a 

not infrequent occurrence in Jerusalem.  It was the tomb of a contemporary of Jesus, a man named 

Yehohanan (the Hebrew for “John”).  No one knows anything about him, except for one thing:  

Yehohanan died a miserable death.  While he was still alive, the bones of his arms had been gouged 

by nails.  Both of his legs had been broken.  A metal spike — still embedded in his bones — had 

pierced his ankles, as visitors today can see in the Israel Museum.  Yehohanan had been crucified by 

the Romans, we know not why.1 

 He was hardly alone.  Crucifixion was a common punishment.  As it was for others in 

antiquity, it was practiced by the Romans as a particularly gruesome and excruciating manner of 

execution — the better to deter anyone tempted to disturb the Pax Romana.  When we read in the 

Gospel about the shocking cynicism and cruelty with which the Roman cohort executed Jesus, we 

shouldn’t be surprised.  After all, they’d seen and done this many, many times before.  It was simply 

their job, a job they did hoping, no doubt, just to be done with so they could go about their personal 

pursuits, whatever they were.  How easily we can become inured to evil.   

                                                 
1 See “A Tomb in Jerusalem Reveals the History of Crucifixion and Roman Crucifixion Methods,” Bible History 

Daily, Biblical Archeology Society, 7/22/2011, https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-

topics/crucifixion/a-tomb-in-jerusalem-reveals-the-history-of-crucifixion-and-roman-crucifixion-methods/ for 

a discussion of Roman execution practices. 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/crucifixion/a-tomb-in-jerusalem-reveals-the-history-of-crucifixion-and-roman-crucifixion-methods/
https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/crucifixion/a-tomb-in-jerusalem-reveals-the-history-of-crucifixion-and-roman-crucifixion-methods/
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 What was any different about this one, they might have asked?  The “King of the Jews” would 

die a terrible death.  He’d be taken down, thrown in a tomb, and forgotten.  And tomorrow someone 

else would take His place, or so it must have seemed. 

 But this one was different, as even one of their company came to realize.  This one was 

different because the Crucified One was different.  He who had created the heavens and the earth 

had chosen to be born in a feeding trough.  He had chosen to live not a life of wealth and majesty, but 

of poverty.  He kept company not with the privileged, but with outcasts.  He had fed those who 

needed to be fed.  He had healed those who needed to be healed.  He had freed those who needed to 

be freed.  And now He chose to undergo an agonizing and humiliating death so that in stretching His 

arms to heaven from the crossbeam of a Roman implement of torture, He might make of it the portal 

of grace and salvation — for those few who, out of love, gathered with Him at the foot of the Cross 

during his final hours; for the Roman soldiers who, out of indifference, jeered and gambled to pass 

the time; and for you; and for me.   

 Once He had told the Twelve — and tells us — “unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground 

and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; but if it dies, it produces much fruit,”2 and on a hill called 

“the Skull” outside the city walls of Jerusalem, He would be taken down from the Cross and fall to the 

ground, lifeless.   

 Some three centuries before, the author of the Book of Ecclesiastes, Qoheleth, had written 

that there is “a time to seek, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away.”3  For those 

who loved Jesus, for Mary His mother, who must have watched in horror as her brutalized, virtually 

                                                 
2 Jn 12:24 (NAB) 
3 Ec 3:6 (NAB) 
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unrecognizable Son was wrapped in a cloth and borne away; her sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, who 

perhaps stood immobilized in her grief-stricken tears for Mary, for her Son, and for herself; Mary 

Magdalene, whom Jesus had touched, freeing her from her demons, and who now must have been 

terrified that the darkness was returning to her life; and John, whom only the night before, had laid 

his head on Jesus’ chest, this terrible day must have been a time of unbearable loss, a day that 

seemingly portended many seasons of loss to come.  It must have been a day when everything — 

their joy, their hope, their meaning, everything that had brought light to their lives — had been cast 

away. 

 But this crucifixion was different, because the Crucified One was different. 

 Even then, even as the sun darkened, even as their hearts broke in anguish, the seed of new 

life was sprouting, a seed that would yield fruit beyond their imagining, a seed that would return a 

hundredfold their joy, their hope, their meaning, and everything that had brought them light. 

 Those few who gathered on the hillside so long ago when all seemed lost would come to find 

in the Holy Cross something indescribably precious to seek, and the treasure of a grace that would be 

theirs to find and to keep, if only they’d have it. 

 May we find it too. 

 And we will.  We will.   

 In a few moments, we will come to the foot of the Cross.  We’ll come as a people, and we will 

come as a daughter or son of God, called individually, by name, to seek and to keep — to seek His 

grace, and to keep the love that He extends with arms pierced but not so broken that He can’t or 

won’t embrace us.   
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 Mary, His mother; Mary, the wife of Clopas; Mary Magdalene; and John each brought 

something to the Cross:  their love, their faith, their anguish — whatever He had touched most 

deeply in their lives. 

 What will we bring? 

 Crucified Lord, I lay at the foot of Your Holy Cross my failings, my lack of compassion, my 

indifference, my grievances and resentments. 

 Crucified Lord, I lay at the foot of Your Holy Cross my doubts and my fears, as well as my 

joys and my blessings. 

 Crucified Lord, I lay at the foot of your Holy Cross those things from which I cannot free 

myself, and those things I choose over You. 

 Crucified Lord, I bring to your Holy Cross my wounds that You may touch them with Yours, 

that mine might be healed. 

 Crucified Lord, I bring to your Holy Cross those things in me that must fall to the ground and 

die before I can rise to new life in You. 

 Crucified Lord, I come to your Holy Cross because I know that You will transform even these 

things and make them holy. 

 I come because I know that even in Your agony, the same arms You extend to heaven reach 

out to embrace me, and I know that just as You will rise to new life, so too do You reach from the 

Cross to lift me that I might rise with You. 
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