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‘My, God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’

Mark 15.34




In the midst of the unbearable story of the passion of the world, we can discover the reconciling story of the passion of Christ.

Jürgen Moltmann1


   
   
Eloi, Eloi

In strange, exotic words I do not know

you speak of painful things I know too well;

of separation, ever left bereft,

of love forsaken and the grasp of hell.

And it’s only fleeting consolation

to find these words embedded in the psalms,

giving meaning to contorted passion,

through the twister’s eye a final calm.

God was on the wood that awful Friday

crying out, misunderstood again;

drowning in the depths of our exhaustion,

trouncing pain within the depths of pain.

Twisted thorn and sacred wood and iron,

where life lost, there life has been regained.
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INTRODUCTION

We know it was a Friday afternoon. The day before the Sabbath. The scene was just outside the gates of Jerusalem and some people reckon the date might have been 7 April in the year AD 30.

What follows is not of itself anything out of the ordinary: three men are executed by crucifixion; two are criminals, one is a rabbi from Galilee.

So many crucifixions took place at that time that beyond the sordid fascination in watching someone die – sadly crowds have always gathered at gallows – not much was ever remembered of those whose lives were disposed of in this way. But the death of the rabbi from Galilee, Jesus, is still remembered over two thousand years later. It is, for those who follow him, the centre of their faith.

Consequently, more words have been written about this death than any other. This death, so Christians believe, is no mere execution, but the unfolding of God’s purposes – humanity reconciled to God. Some of the very first words to be written about it claim that ‘though [Jesus] was in the form of God, [he] did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave … And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross’ (Philippians 2.6–8).1

So this book is just the latest in a long line of sermons, hymns, poems, prayers and writings that help us understand what the death of Jesus means. In particular, this book explores the horrors and anguish of Jesus’ dying, to see how it will help us face ours, and all the other forsakenness we see in our world today.

Jesus’ death didn’t take long. Crucifixion could go on for days. But already severely beaten, Jesus dies after a matter of hours.

In Mark’s Gospel we are told that at noon there was darkness over the land for three hours, and at three o’clock the dying man ‘cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”’ (Mark 15.34).

These are his last words.

Some bystanders hear him and say, ‘Listen, he is calling for Elijah’ (Mark 15.35). One of them fetches a sponge filled with sour wine, puts it on a stick, and gives it to him to drink, saying, ‘Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to take him down’ (Mark 15.36). Then Jesus gives another loud cry and breathes his last (Mark 15.37).

In this book, we will explore the meaning of Jesus’ death by looking in painful detail at these last words recorded in Mark’s Gospel, repeated in Matthew’s, but omitted from Luke and not found in John.

A person’s last words always hold a certain fascination. Not just those of our loved ones, but also of so-called ‘famous people’, be it a philosopher, a poet or a soap star. There are whole books and websites dedicated to the topic. We seem to reckon that someone’s last words may have some special meaning. We think they might be more than just the full stop at the end of life. Moreover, the greater the person, the more significant the words must be. Or so we imagine. Perhaps they will tell us what that life meant, summing up a lifetime’s wisdom and experience.

Actually, very few have such power. The Greek philosopher Epicurus said, ‘Farewell, and remember all my words.’ But most of what he wrote is lost. Edward I said to his son, ‘Carry my bones before you on your march, for the rebels will not be able to endure the sight of me, alive or dead.’ But they did manage to endure. Michelangelo said, ‘I’m still learning.’ The comedian Spike Milligan had the words, ‘I told you I was ill’, inscribed on his headstone.

But Jesus’ last words endure. Books are written about them (like this one). They are the subject of many sermons. However, when we turn to the words themselves, we are presented with a bit of a conundrum.

First of all, we have to decide which ones to choose. Jesus says different things in each of the Gospels.

Second, none of them is easy.

And, third, some of the things he says, like the words this book is examining, are extremely challenging, things we would really rather not hear at all.

This book is about the words we find in Mark’s Gospel. Most biblical commentators agree that Mark’s account is the earliest. Mark’s whole Gospel is dramatic and immediate. There is no birth narrative. Jesus arrives on the stage of human history, a grown man with a divine purpose. The story leads quickly to Jerusalem and a confrontation with the political and religious powers of his day. He appears to be defeated. His death is brutal and quick. His last words are shocking and painful: ‘My God, why have you deserted me?’

Even the resurrection in Mark’s Gospel is shot through with ambiguity. The tomb is definitely empty. The stone is rolled away. We are told that Jesus is risen. We are told he is no longer in the tomb. However, we don’t know where he is, nor quite what has happened, nor what it will mean. The women flee from the tomb seized by terror and amazement.

We will, by the end of this book, come back to the resurrection, because Jesus’ death and his being raised by the Father are two sides of one astonishing reality. But we cannot dodge the cross, nor the hideous cruelty we find there, nor the anguish and horror of Christ’s death.

In other words, before we can get to the resurrection, we must stand at the cross. That is what this book will help us do. Moreover, as we stand under the cross, we begin to understand it.

We will hear Jesus crying out. We will stay with these awful words. We will examine them. We will acknowledge their difficulty.

By ‘difficulty’, I don’t mean we can’t understand them. They are uttered in another language. But, unlike the bystanders and soldiers who stood there, we have Mark’s translation. The meaning is actually very plain, and as Mark Twain famously commented, ‘It isn’t the bits of the Bible I can’t understand that give me the most challenge, it’s the bits I can!’

Jesus’ words are all too easy to comprehend, and all too difficult to apprehend; that is, we may know what they mean with our heads, but not yet with our hearts. As he dies – and this is the dreadful truth of it – Jesus feels abandoned by the God who had been so close to him in every other aspect of his earthly life. He is not just forsaken. He is ‘Godforsaken’.

Again and again in the Hebrew scriptures that Jesus would have known so well (what we call the Old Testament), we hear promises that God will not forsake us if we are faithful to him. So Psalm 37 says that the Lord will ‘not forsake his faithful ones’ and that ‘the righteous shall be kept safe for ever’ (Psalm 37.28).

But who could have been more faithful than Jesus? And now it is Jesus who is forsaken.

So, hearing these words on Jesus’ lips can’t help but cast doubt on the rest of the story. If Jesus finds God absent at the point of death, what hope is there for the rest of us?

And might at least one of the other Gospel authors have had this concern as well?

Even though most biblical commentators conclude that in all probability Matthew and Luke had a copy of Mark’s Gospel – or something very like it – in front of them when they wrote theirs, Matthew keeps these difficult words in, but Luke does not. He omits them.

We don’t know why. Perhaps Luke didn’t want to confuse the faithful. Perhaps he is drawing on another tradition. Whatever the reason, in his account, Jesus seems more at peace with what is happening. He still cries out in a loud voice, but his final words make his death an offering to God. ‘Into your hands I commend my spirit’ is his last utterance (Luke 23.46). You won’t be surprised to hear that this is also the Gospel in which we find Jesus reaching out to the criminals crucified with him. ‘Today you will be with me in Paradise’, he says to one of them (Luke 23.43).

John doesn’t have the difficult words of Mark either. He may not have read Mark’s Gospel – we just don’t know – but like Luke, his Gospel portrays Jesus as being much more in control of the situation. As he dies, Jesus declares, ‘It is finished’ (John 19.30). He then bows his head and gives up his spirit. It is given up, not taken away





























	Read Mark 15.33–9.

	Share reflections or observations on the passage or anything else about the passage or the book that has occurred to you during the week.

	Go through the questions at the end of the chapter.

	Read one of the poems here or here.

	Finish with prayer.
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