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INTRODUCTION

From the doomed aircraft on 9/11 there were hundreds of last text messages posted by those who knew that they were going to die. They might have been words of anger and outrage, recriminations shouted into the ether against the injustice and barbarity of what was happening. But they were not. They were all words of love, last words of love that were to be a lasting legacy of hope for a hurting world.  They are captured in this extract from the poem, “The Last Words” by Michael Symmons Roberts:

You have a new message:

Kiss the kids goodbye from me
Keep well, keep strong, you know
I’m sure, but here’s to say I love you.
I lay these voice-prints
like a set of tracks, to stop
you getting lost among the tall trees
beneath the break-less canopy,
on the long slow walk you take
from here without me.

Saying the words “I love you” in response to agonising injustice and suffering affirms the very best in human nature.  And it echoes Jesus’ last words from the cross. After a mock trial, after torture and ridicule, after being nailed to the cross, Jesus’ last words were words not of revenge or hatred, not of rejection or outrage but of love. 

The cross leads us to face human suffering in many forms.  It reveals the cruelty and inhumanity of powerful people acting to protect their own interests.  The cross also represents human sinfulness, the choices we make as individuals and as a society that inflict suffering on others. The cross also takes us to the unchosen challenges of life, the burdens we have to face in our lives - perhaps illness or disability, perhaps prejudice or disadvantage. 

Where are we in the crucifixion narrative? We are on both sides, both driving in the nails and also suffering the consequences of others’ choices. Walking in the way of the cross is about learning to recognise and acknowledge the way we hurt others; it is about being open to our own woundedness and vulnerability; and it is about affirming that we stand in solidarity with those who are hurting.

Alongside all of this, we come to recognise that we are not the only ones in the story. The way of the cross tells of God’s love for us, of God becoming one with us in Jesus, of God showing how even the worst choices and the worst situations can be redeemed. The way of the cross tells of a God who walks with us, who suffers with us, who even dies with us. In this Passiontide worship, we hear the seven last words of Jesus, spoken from the cross; we reflect on the worst of human nature and how it can be transformed through the mystery of self-giving love. 


THE GATHERING
Welcome
Today, we stand at the foot of the cross and we hear for ourselves the last words of Jesus. We open ourselves to share in his suffering, his arrest and trial, his torture and death. Through his last words we share in his passion and his redeeming love for our broken world.  

A rough wooden cross is set up in a central place.


Opening Prayer
Jesus, in your cross we see the casual brutality of our world, 
in your living and in your dying
you meet our violence with your tenderness,
our hatred with your pity.
Have mercy upon us 
when our hearts and hopes, our bodies and beliefs, are breaking
and give us grace to let go into your embrace.
Jesus, by your cross,
save us and help us, we pray.
All	Amen.





Opening Responses
In the shadow of our suffering
All	is the suffering of Jesus.

	In the shadow of our weakness
All	is the vulnerability of the Christ.

	In the shadow of our pain
All	is the God who cried out.

	We are never rejected,
All	we are never abandoned.


Reading: John 19. 16–24
So they took Jesus; and carrying the cross by himself, he went out to what is called The Place of the Skull, which in Hebrew is called Golgotha. There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, with Jesus between them. Pilate also had an inscription written and put on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” Many of the Jews read this inscription, because the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city; and it was written in Hebrew, in Latin, and in Greek. Then the chief priests of the Jews said to Pilate, “Do not write, ‘The King of the Jews,’ but, ‘This man said, I am King of the Jews.’” Pilate answered, “What I have written I have written.” When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his clothes and divided them into four parts, one for each soldier. They also took his tunic; now the tunic was seamless, woven in one piece from the top. So they said to one another, “Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see who will get it.” This was to fulfil what the scripture says, “They divided my clothes among themselves, and for my clothing they cast lots.” And that is what the soldiers did.


Hymn:  My song is love unknown
1	My song is love unknown,
		my Saviour’s love to 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?

2	He came from his blest throne,
		salvation to bestow;
	but men made strange, and none
		the longed-for Christ would know.
		But O, my Friend,
			my Friend indeed,
			who at my need
		his life did spend.

3	Sometimes they strew his way,
		and his sweet praises sing;
	resounding all the day
		hosannas to their King.
		Then ‘Crucify!’ 
			is all their breath,
			and for his death
		they thirst and cry.

4	They rise, and needs will have 
		my dear Lord made away;
	a murderer they save,
		the Prince of Life they slay.
		Yet cheerful he
			to suffering goes,
			that he his foes
		from thence might free.

5	Here might I stay and sing:
		no story so divine;
	never was love, dear King,
		never was grief like thine!
		This is my Friend,
			in whose sweet praise
			I all my days
		could gladly spend.

SAMUEL CROSSMAN C.1625–1684


I – FATHER, FORGIVE THEM

Introduction
We come to the first of Jesus’ words from the cross, 
“Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”

Reading: Luke 23. 32–38
Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” And they cast lots to divide his clothing.  And the people stood by, watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!” The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine,  and saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!”  There was also an inscription over him, “This is the King of the Jews.”

Reflection
The first words that Jesus speaks from the cross are words of forgiveness. “Father, forgive them, they do not know what they are doing”. Words of forgiveness even to those who have beaten and mocked him, even to those who have nailed his hands to the cross. The problem with our human instincts is that when we have been hurt, we want to hurt back. “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”, a cycle of revenge which leaves the whole world blind and maimed. Where all our human instincts would be to curse and condemn, to cry for vengeance, for retribution, Jesus finds it in his heart to forgive. This is no cheap grace, these are no easy words.  Jesus refuses to pass on the pain, he refuses to allow its poison to continue to distort relationships going forwards.  At the heart of the cross, Jesus embraces the costly alternative: Jesus absorbs and transforms the hurts. 

Reading: Last Words VIII Michael Symmons Roberts

Do not forget the grace of aeroplanes,
the majesty of skyscrapers.



Silence
What do we find hard to forgive?
Where has our hurting caused us to lash out?
Is there someone we need to reach out to?
How can we help ourselves to see beyond hurt and pain, still noticing goodness and beauty?


After the silence we respond


Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.			Psalm 31. 24



Prayer 
Lord Jesus,
You took our very worst and gave your very best.
Help us to recognise our human instincts and drives,
to hurt others when we have been hurt.
Help us to walk with you in the way of forgiveness,
transforming hurt to hope,
noticing beauty and goodness,
as we are shaped by your last words of love.
All	Amen.



Anthem: The Tree of Life by Peter Nardone

II – TODAY YOU WILL BE WITH ME IN PARADISE

Introduction
We come to Jesus’ second word from the cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”


Reading: Luke 23. 39–43
One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”


Reflection
The second word from the cross reaches out to one of the thieves who was crucified with Jesus. It’s a promise, “Today you will be with me in paradise”. The two thieves on the crosses beside Jesus made different choices. One mocked and despised Jesus, withdrawing and isolating himself still further in his pain. Suffering so often drives us into isolation, taking us into ourselves: like a wounded animal, we withdraw from others. The other thief recognised Jesus’ goodness, asking Jesus to remember him: he goes deeper than his pain, looking beyond himself, reaching out in humanity  and allowing a deeper truth to emerge.  And Jesus responds with words of hope, “Today you will be with me in paradise”.  Even at this darkest of all possible moments, the bleak agony of the cross is not allowed to have the last word: the connection in the exchange between Jesus and the repentant thief brings a spark of light and hope.



Reading: Last Words I Michael Symmons Roberts

Don’t remember this, don’t save
this message. Keep instead
the pictures of last Sunday
in the park when summer leaves were turning.


Silence
What are some of the hard times we have had to face?
Have there been times when we or others have been isolated and lonely in our suffering?
Have there been times when we or others have been able to reach out, making connections in truth and generosity from a place of pain?
How far are we able to let the love, rather than the pain, be the abiding memory?


After the silence we respond

Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.			Psalm 31. 24


Prayer
Lord Jesus
In the hardest times of our lives,
help us not to become hardened.
In the pressure and stress of life,
help us not to react with anger or aggression.
Give us grace to respond with generosity, 
to allow the memories of love to endure, 
as we echo your last words of love.
All	Amen.


Hymn:  How deep the Father’s love for us

1	How deep the Father’s love for us,
		How vast beyond all measure,
	That He should give His only Son
		To make a wretch His treasure.
	How great the pain of searing loss -
		The Father turns His face away,
	As wounds which mar the Chosen One
		Bring many sons to glory.
	
2	Behold the man upon a cross,
		My sin upon His shoulders;
	Ashamed, I hear my mocking voice
		Call out among the scoffers.
	It was my sin that held Him there
		Until it was accomplished;
	His dying breath has brought me life -
		I know that “it is finished”.
	
3	I will not boast in anything,
		No gifts, no power, no wisdom;
	But I will boast in Jesus Christ,
		His death and resurrection.
	Why should I gain from His reward?
		I cannot give an answer;
	But this I know with all my heart,
		His wounds have paid my ransom. 

Words and Music: STUART TOWNEND
ARR. HUGH MORRIS

© 1995 Thankyou Music (Adm. by CapitolCMGPublishing.com excl. UK & Europe, Adm at IntegrityRights.com)



III – HERE IS YOUR SON 
Introduction
We come to the third of Jesus’ words from the cross, words spoken by Jesus to Mary his mother and the beloved disciple, John. “Woman here is your son, Son, here is your mother”.


Reading: John 19. 25–27
Meanwhile, standing near the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother, “Woman, here is your son.” Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.


Reflection
This word from the cross shows us Jesus’ very human heart and his care for his mother and the beloved disciple, John. These two have come with him all the way, even to the foot of the cross, their grief has brought them together and Jesus asks them to care for one another when he is dead. “Woman, here is your son; Son, here is your mother”. In the face of his own death, Jesus is creating new bonds of family and relationship, new levels of interdependence. From a place of agonising pain, it is Jesus who is seeking to protect and care for those closest to him, seeking to help them to know that they each have a purpose and a responsibility to each other, a continuing network of support and love, after his death. It echoes his life’s work of bringing people together, across pain and isolation, into new communities of care. “Look after my mum” is a very human response to an appalling situation. These new relationships are based not upon ties of blood and family but are creating a new family of choice. When so much is fractured and broken, Jesus longs for us to belong together in intentional communities of love.


Reading: Last Words XII Michael Symmons Roberts
There is nothing new in this.
My voice has printed like a bruise,
like a kiss, like a kiss so strong
it leaves a bruise. I love you.

Silence
What are our own memories of loss, grief, aloneness?
Who do we picture within our own circle of friends and family?
Where are we being called into new patterns of community?
How far do we notice and value the established networks of love that anchor our lives?

After the silence we respond

Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.			Psalm 31. 24


Prayer
Lord Jesus
You draw us into new patterns
of relationship and care.
You help us to rebuild our broken communities
through your generous, inclusive love.
Help us now to open our hearts and our homes
to find new ways to belong together,
and help us to notice and value our core networks of love, 
as we are shaped by your last words of love.
All	Amen.



Anthem: O Quam Tristis by Amy Summers (page40)



IV – MY GOD, WHY HAVE YOU FORSAKEN ME?

Introduction
We come to Jesus’ fourth words from the cross “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”


Reading: Matthew 27. 45–49
From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon. And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, “This man is calling for Elijah.” At once one of them ran and got a sponge, filled it with sour wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink. But the others said, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to save him.”


Reflection
Jesus’ words from the cross are so very human, a feeling of having been forsaken, abandoned by God. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus had asked for this cup to pass away from him, he had hoped there could have been another way. But the soldiers came, the prayer seemed unanswered and now, the worst is happening, and he feels that God has forsaken him. It’s how we feel when our prayers seem to go unanswered, and God seems absent or distant. When the test results come back and we hear our worst fears confirmed, why me? When someone we love is hurt or dies, why, why them? Why couldn’t you do something? What has my faith been for if you can’t make any difference? Why have you forsaken me?


Reading: Last Words VII Michael Symmons Roberts
But remember, silence is not absence. 
Learn to weigh them one against the other.


Silence
What have been the darkest times in our lives?
When have we felt forsaken or abandoned? 
Have there been times we feel God has not answered our prayers?
In silence, what’s the mix of presence and absence for you?

After the silence we respond

Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.			Psalm 31. 24


Prayer
Lord Jesus,
you share our humanity,
you understand our doubts and fears,
you know what it is to feel abandoned and alone.
Help us to voice our honest feelings,
to ask the hardest questions,
to plunge deep into silence ready to notice presence
and to hear your words of love for us.
All	Amen.





V – I AM THIRSTY 

Introduction
So we come to the fifth words from the cross, as Jesus cries out in need, “I am thirsty”.


Reading: John 19. 28–29
After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to fulfil the scripture), “I am thirsty.” A jar full of sour wine was standing there. So they put a sponge full of the wine on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth.


Reflection
This word from the cross speaks of real human need, the most basic need of all. In the heat of the sun and wracked by pain, Jesus cries out “I am thirsty”, give me a drink. He who is the living water, bubbling up for others to find life, he is thirsty - and these words express that need. 
Jesus lived a life of generous giving, he poured himself out for others. And yet he is not afraid to name and know his own real needs. He is not afraid to ask for help. In this cry from the cross, “I am thirsty”, we see his willingness to receive, to be needy. 
In a world of competence, which prizes strength and ability and self-reliance, these words can encourage us to acknowledge our own incompetence and vulnerability, our own real needs. It’s sometimes hard for us to recognise what we really need.  There are so many things that we think we want in life, consumer products to pamper and comfort us, luxuries to build up our self-esteem, so many inessentials that crowd in on us.  All these diversions camouflage our real needs and leave us diverted or dissatisfied. It takes a certain level of humility to receive from others; and we don’t find it easy.  It’s important to learn both how to give and how to receive with good grace.

Reading: Last Words IV Michael Symmons Roberts
This is the voice you hear in dreams,
this is the tape you cannot
bear to play.


Silence
When have we known real thirst?
Are we in touch with our own deepest needs?
How easy do we find it to receive?
In our daydreams or dreams, how do we hear the voice of love?

After the silence we respond

Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.				Psalm 31. 24



Prayer
Gracious God
you know our deepest needs: 
help us to hear them too.
Amid the clamouring voices of
want and desire,
we thirst for your
unconditional love.
help us to receive you now,
and to give space for your love as we dream dreams,
through your word of love from the cross.
All	Amen.


Hymn: Cross of Jesus, cross of sorrow
1	Cross of Jesus, cross of sorrow,
		Where the blood of Christ was shed,
	Perfect man on thee was tortured,
		Perfect God on thee has bled!

2 	Here the King of all the ages,
		Throned in light ere worlds could be,
	Robed in mortal flesh is dying,
		Crucifed by sin for me.

3 	O mysterious condescending! (Upper voices only)
		O abandonment sublime!
	Very God himself is bearing
		All the sufferings of time!

4 	Evermore for human failure
		By his Passion we can plead;
	God has borne all mortal anguish,
		Surely he will know our need.

5 	From the ‘Holy, holy, holy,  (Lower voices only)
		We adore thee, O Most High!’
	Down to earth’s blaspheming voices,
		And the shout of ‘Crucify!’

6 	Cross of Jesus, cross of sorrow,
		Where the blood of Christ was shed,
	Perfect man on thee was tortured,
		Perfect God on thee has bled!

WILLIAM JOHN SPARROW-SIMPSON 1859–1952

 
Anthem: Crux fidelis by Jean IV of Portugal (page 54)


VI – IT IS FINISHED  

Introduction
In the sixth words from the cross, Jesus knows that the end is near and calls out, “It is finished”.




Reading: John 19. 30
When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished.” 
Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.

Reflection
 “It is finished”. The horror is over, it is accomplished, the work is done. In the eyes of the world, this is the moment of absolute failure; but in the purposes of God, this is the consummation of an act of unconditional love for the world. These words don’t imply a defeated sense of relief that Jesus’ suffering is over, his life is ending:  the Greek word here “tetelestai”, is a word with a strong, triumphant ring, “It is accomplished”, “It is complete”.  

In hospital, where the doctors fight for every moment of life for a patient, death can easily be seen as a failure. Hospices have reminded us of the possibility of a “good death”, of being able to let go into the ultimate love of God. We sometimes speak of winning or losing the battle against illness. The real accomplishment may be the willing acceptance of the disintegration, letting go into death, to find deeper integration in the depths of God’s love. 

For Jesus, there is recognition, in the words “It is finished”, that death comes as the completion of a life lived to the full, offered for others.  And as we understand this more fully, perhaps it can help us to face our own death without fear.  Just as St Francis does, in his “Canticle of the Sun”, we may even be able to see death as a friend, leading us home: “And thou most kind and gentle death, waiting to hush our latest breath, thou leadest home the child of God, and Christ himself that way has trod”.

Reading: Last Words VI Michael Symmons Roberts
This is the still, small voice
you longed to hear among the ruins.


Silence
What do we feel about death, our own sense of mortality?
What do we feel have been our own accomplishments?
When are we most able to tune in to the still small voice of God’s love?


After the silence we respond


Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.			Psalm 31. 24


Prayer
Gracious God
accomplish in us your purposes,
complete in us your work of healing love,
that, though we walk through the valley
of the shadow of death,
we may hear your words of love,
and find you, one step ahead of us,
recognising your still small voice 
leading us home.
All	Amen.


Anthem: God so loved the world by John Stainer (page 62)


VII – FATHER, INTO YOUR HANDS

Introduction
In our final words from the cross, Jesus knows that the end is near and calls out.


Reading: Luke 23. 44–49
It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon, while the sun’s light failed; and the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.” Having said this, he breathed his last.  When the centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God and said, “Certainly this man was innocent.”


Reflection
Jesus’ last words from the cross are, “Into your hands I commend my spirit”. In his words of love from the cross, Jesus has been able to show us what his teaching and life have really been about. Turning the other cheek, loving our enemies, giving and forgiving, all these he has lived to the full on the cross. In his last breath, Jesus commends all that he is into God’s love. The unique spark of life in us, our personality, our essence, our soul is all that we truly are – and we can trust it into God’s loving hands. Nothing else really matters! 


Reading: Last Words XII Michael Symmons Roberts
Beyond the smoking ruins,
ash-strewn streets and empty rooms,
above and beyond is a network.
It is a matrix of souls,
fragile as lace,
but endless and unbreakable.

Silence
What will we be remembered for?
Have we walked the talk of our faith?
Can we let go of all else but love? 
Are we aware of the matrix of souls, endless and unbreakable, of which we are part?


After the silence we respond


Be strong, and let your heart take courage,
All	all you who wait for the Lord.			Psalm 31. 24

Prayer
Lord Jesus,
We bring to you our deepest selves,
we thank you that we are spiritual people,
children of God, made in God’s image and likeness.
In our living and in our dying,
give us grace to grow into our true selves,
and to let go of all that is not love,
recognising that we are part of an endless 
and unbreakable network of souls
as we make your words of love our prayer.
All	Amen.



Hymn: When I survey the wondrous cross
1		When I survey the wondrous cross
			on which the prince of glory died,
		my richest gain I count but loss,
			and pour contempt on all my pride.

2		Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast
			save in the cross of Christ my God;
		the very things that charm me most,
			I sacrifice them to his blood.

3		See from his head, his hands, his feet,
			sorrow and love flow mingled down:
		did e’er such love and sorrow meet,
			or thorns compose so rich a crown?

4		His dying crimson, like a robe,
			spreads o’er his body on the tree;
		then am I dead to all the globe,
			and all the globe is dead to me.

5		Were the whole realm of nature mine,
			that were an offering far too small;
		love so amazing, so divine,
			demands my soul, my life, my all.


ISAAC WATTS 1674–1748


THE CROSS OF CHRIST
Reading: John 19. 31–42
Since it was the day of Preparation, the Jews did not want the bodies left on the cross during the sabbath, especially because that sabbath was a day of great solemnity. So they asked Pilate to have the legs of the crucified men broken and the bodies removed. Then the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first and of the other who had been crucified with him. But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. Instead, one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once blood and water came out.  (He who saw this has testified so that you also may believe. His testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth.) These things occurred so that the scripture might be fulfilled, “None of his bones shall be broken.”  And again another passage of scripture says, “They will look on the one whom they have pierced.”

After these things, Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one because of his fear of the Jews, asked Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus. Pilate gave him permission; so he came and removed his body. Nicodemus, who had at first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds. They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial custom of the Jews. Now there was a garden in the place where he was crucified, and in the garden there was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid. And so, because it was the Jewish day of Preparation, and the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.


Prayer
Gracious God,
your hands now bear the wounds,
your heart now holds the agony,
of that appalling cross.
Hold us in your everlasting arms 
as we face the little deaths of daily life
and the great mystery of our own mortality.
May we find you there beside us,
light in our darkest night.
All	Amen.



	You took our worst:
All	you gave your best.

	You took our hate:
All	you gave your love.

	You took that cross :
All	you changed everything.

	We adore you, O Christ, 
All	and we bless you.


Hymn: Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
1		Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
		Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
	Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble;
		were you there when they crucified my Lord?

2		Were you there when they nailed him to the tree?
		Were you there when they nailed him to the tree?
	Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble;
		were you there when they nailed him to the tree?

3		Were you there when they laid him in the tomb?
		Were you there when they laid him in the tomb?
	Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble;
		were you there when they laid him in the tomb?

American folk hymn

After the hymn, leave the church in silence.
