Short Reflection 
Friday April 10th 2020 Lent 6, Friday in Holy Week 
Reading: Hebrews 4.14-16 and 5.7-9 
FRIDAY

… the last lap …

You may wonder why there is no celebration of Holy Communion on Good Friday. Today’s Reading, I think, gives us the reason: it is because The High Priest dies. From the beginning of The Christian Year, the death of Jesus has been in our sights. Advent is about our being invited to take stock and to exercize a radical judgement on ourselves before The Final Judgement which is brought about by The Return of the Risen and Ascended Lord. When Mary presented her child in The Temple, she was told: This child is destined to be a sign that will be rejected; and you too will be pierced to the heart. (St Luke 2.34, 35) But the Lord cannot possibly return unless he goes; and for him to go, he must die. In the Letter to The Hebrews the writer does not shy away from language that would be familiar to those who would have an understanding of and a respect for The Temple, that is The Temple in Jerusalem. This is the pinnacle of religious identity in the old traditional world. It talks of the high priest and just as the earthly high priest passed through the veil of the temple, so the Great High Priest passes through the heavens. Heaven and earth are his world, his cosmos in a very wonderful, beautiful and powerful way. In a very coherent way Jesus connects the various creations with one another because in the beginning was The Word, as St John told us on Christmas Day. We have known this connection also through the prayer Jesus taught his disciples, The Lord’s Prayer: on earth as it is in heaven … Good Friday is … the last lap … where Jesus on earth draws closer together earth and heaven into a space of shared salvation.  
Once the writer to the Hebrews has set out the credentials of Jesus in this way, he draws us helpfully into the qualities that make a death like this effective of such salvation. These qualities will enable us to draw out and to live out similar qualities in our own lives. As well as being Easter People, we are Good Friday People. But I give you an example, a tragic and a glorious example, from the Time of COVID 19, our time: parishioners bought for Father Giuseppe Berardelli, an Italian priest, a respirator because he had contracted COVID 19; the priest aged 72 gave the respirator to a younger patient whom he did not know; Father Giuseppe went on to die from COVID 19. It is in ways such as this that we are called by God to be Good Friday People. The coronavirus has brought this home to us very forcefully and brings it home hour by hour as we make a communal effort to flatten the curve as the first phase of our hope of longer-term survival as individuals and as a society, survival of an illness that nobody understands. 

The qualities drawn out and brought to the fore by the writer to the Hebrews are Qualities for Our Time. The first is: sympathy with our weakness: coming alongside, standing in the shoes of – these are phrases and sentiments that we perhaps take for granted when all is going well; but I have no doubt that there are many people out there and in here – whatever such terms mean in relation to the church today – who would welcome tangible expressions of empathy and sympathy such as these; they have not become clichés without good reason; and, equally, I have no doubt that many people and many clergy have found ways of giving such supports in ways that are authentic and novel, novel because they were not needed before, authentic because they are of humanity and of God. We have found time and again that the authentic is what sees people forward in this new world born of an old world that we now inhabit. 
The second one is even more chilling: … and he was heard because of his reverent submission … The second quality takes us into the heart of Good Friday and of The Passion. It is not a story with a conventional happy ending. It is chilling because, if we hear it right, the prayers and supplications of Jesus in the flesh to the one who was able to save him from death were heard because of his reverent submission – and he still died. But of course he did! The salvation that The Father offered and gave to His Son is a salvation-from-death in the sense of (and a better translation of the original) salvation out of death. The phrase: from death simply is confusing because it could mean away from. Here it means resulting from or following on from death. Jesus was not saved from dying but he was kept safe by God right through to the other side of death into a life of resurrection. Listen to Romans 6.9: …knowing as we do that Christ, once raised from the dead, is never to die again: he is no longer under the dominion of death. 
Thirdly, we are to hold fast to our confession. What is this confession? This confession is both words and actions. The actions are to be shaped by the example of the great high priest who guides us on Good Friday in very specific ways as we become Good Friday People. The confession is to the love of God shown and shared in life through death.       
In normal circumstances I’d be on … the last lap … of Holy Week walking with Archbishop Diarmuid Martin from Christ Church Cathedral to St Mary’s Pro-Cathedral today. In Christ Church Cathedral we’d have sung: My song is Love Unknown … and in St Mary’s Pro-Cathedral we’d take up again the musical rhythm of Holy Week with Taize prayer and music. The hymn itself is the key in my mind to what we can do, in whatever ways we can do it now, to be people of Good Friday today. Love is at the heart of this hymn on a day the Christian Church has ever insisted on being Good Friday rather than being Bad Friday:

My song is love unknown

My Saviour’s love for me;

Love to the loveless shown

That they might lovely be

O who am I

That for my sake

My Lord should take

Frail flesh and die?
Maybe before we part company with Lent we might use once again The Collect of Ash Wednesday and discover that it has more positive in it than we gave it credit on the day when our lips first moved to use it. It speaks of the active and pro-active love of God in ways that we will need for Good Friday and for us all to pull one another through the days of COVID 19:
Almighty and everlasting God,

You hate nothing that you have made

And forgive the sins of all those who are penitent;

Create and make in us new and contrite hearts

That we, worthily lamenting our sins

And acknowledging our wretchedness,

May receive from you, the God of all mercy,

Perfect remission and forgiveness:
Through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Hebrews 4.14: Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. 
