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I cannot count the times I have heard this story, and every time I hear it, it is as 
though I hear it for the first time.  I think it is the intimacy of John’s account, that 
comes from the witness of the beloved disciple, his particular and dear young 
friend, who unfolds it all as if in real time: the shifts here and there between the 
high priests, the terrible back and forth between Pilate and the mob, the pathos, 
the homely moments (the charcoal fire, Peter warming himself), all rolling toward 
the unbearable details of a public execution.   
 
And laced into it, the triumph of Christ; even as he submits to the power the 
Father has given to Judas, to the soldiers, the priests, to Pilate, he declares 
victory, a victory that lies in the vindication of truth—the truth that is the Word-
Made-Flesh-- the Father’s truth of love for his enemies, love that covers all sin, 
love that is stronger than death.   
 
I find I am drawn into it all so closely that I am standing less than a breath away 
from Jesus, his betrayer, his friends, his judges, and finally as close as the beloved 
disciple to those who kill him.  And I hear him, this young man, at that point when 
he breaks through his own narrative, as if he is losing his composure as he tells it 
all:  he who saw it has borne witness.  Do you see?  I was there.  I swear it is true.  
If you could only see it with my eyes, you would know it is true as well, that sin is 
ended, death is ended, if you will only believe, as he says later, that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of God, and that believing, you may have life in his name. 
 
At this point, I am always ready to say, of course I believe, Lord. Give me this life, 
please. And that is the place I always get brought up short, because I know that if I 
want this life, the next step is acknowledging my need for this life, which means 
acknowledging all those things that work death in me, namely my sin, so the next 
step is in a word, repentance, and that’s where I balk.  
 



Because I am not very good at repentance. I know I should be. I know I am 
supposed to weep over my sins, to be in the frame of mind we hear in the old 
confession, the remembrance of them is grievous unto us, the burden of them is 
intolerable. But tears of repentance don’t come easily to me, partly because I 
can’t bear to look on all my sin, and partly because (frankly) there’s some it I’d like 
to keep. And so the bargaining begins: Lord I’ll give you this, if you’ll turn a blind 
eye to that, and so on, but here at the foot of the Cross, all of that seems 
indecent.   
 
So I just ask the beloved disciple, can you help me?  Can you teach me how to 
face all that I’m ashamed of, and all that I’m afraid of, so I can be filled with the 
life the Lord is even now winning for me?  Even if it means some tears?  And the 
disciple says, Yes, of course. It’s not hard.  Just listen to the Scriptures.  So, I do. 
And as I do, it is as though I hear them for the first time. 
 
There are two, in particular. First, Not a bone of his shall be broken.  John sees not 
only Christ the crucified Lord, but Christ the Passover lamb, for both Exodus and 
Numbers command that the bones of the seder lamb be unbroken, even as the 
lamb’s blood is put on the doorposts and lintels of the houses of the children of 
Israel, so the angel of death will pass over them.  And John says, yes, this is for 
you, now, for your house, your life, your soul, that the death you fear is not the 
end, but only the beginning.  This blood delivers you, as it delivered them, from 
your own personal bondage, your own private Egypt, the anxiety, pride and 
sadness, that always seem to be lurking somewhere at the bottom of your soul.  
So there is no reason to be afraid or ashamed to look on the whole mess, says 
John to me. Believe me, he has seen it all, so just take it in, admit it’s yours and try 
to hear the next word. 
 
And the next word is more mysterious.  They will look on him whom they have 
pierced.  Well, clearly they are—the soldiers, especially the one holding the spear.  
But something more seems to be implied, namely, that I am the one holding the 
spear.  It’s hard for me to entertain, even as I know it’s true, that my sin is an 
assault on the divine image, on my own humanity, and hence an assault on the 
Son of Man.  So I would appreciate it if the beloved disciple could give me a little 
more help here.  And I think he does.  The verse, it turns out, is from the prophet 
Zechariah.  It’s a vision of ultimate reconciliation.  On that day, the prophet says, I 
will pour out on the house of David a spirit of compassion and supplication, so that 



when they look on him whom they have pierced, they shall mourn over him as one 
mourns over an only child, and weep over him as one weeps over a first-born….  
On that day there shall be a fountain opened for the house of David, to cleanse 
them from all their sin. So, somehow, it is my tears that are needed here, my grief 
over what I have seen in my soul, grief that opens the way for the fountain of 
grace to give me all the life I need.  And sometimes God does not wait for me to 
find the key to that grief.  Sometimes he opens the way through the tears of 
another.   
 
A few years ago, I was in Jerusalem, and visited by myself the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre.  At the center of this enormous structure is the edicule, containing the 
tomb, a narrow cave about seven feet deep and perhaps four feet wide, with the 
burial slab taking up about half the room; one must bend down to get inside, and 
there is barely enough space for four people abreast to stand looking down at the 
place where, many believe, the body of Jesus lay.   
 
On this day there was a large crowd waiting to file through the metal barriers to 
have their thirty seconds or so in semi-private meditation.  This meant I had a 
long time to prepare myself.  I confess I am not easily moved by places of this 
kind; my skeptical side often gets in the way.  As we all inched forward, I found 
myself talking to God about this, that he would soften my heart, but I didn’t feel 
anything like that was happening.  And I was a little distracted by the Russian 
pilgrims next to me. There were two older women, both in headscarves, and a 
younger man between them, whom I imagined to be their nephew.   
 
He had the build of a wrestler, or a merchant seaman, and a face that showed he 
had already done some hard living.  He did not look like he wanted to be there at 
all, and the ladies were clearly his keepers, making sure he didn’t bolt.  My 
Russian is college Russian, nearly non-existent by now, but I still had enough to 
understand roughly the following:   
 
He: I don’t see the point of this.  
The ladies:  Shut up. You need this.  It’ll be good for you.  
He:  Good? How?  He’s not there is he?   
They: Don’t be smart.  You’ll see.   
He: Oh, for Christ’s sake….  
They: And watch your mouth!  



 
He went into a kind of sullen silence, as the ladies both prayed with their prayer 
ropes-- their chotki.  As we came closer to the tomb, I noticed the young man 
became more agitated.  He began to fidget and sweat.  I thought for sure he 
would make a run for it, but there was no escape.  Just before the narrow 
entrance, we had to merge, and I wound up going into the tomb in front of them.  
I walked to the back, where the Lord’s head would have laid. I stared at the icons, 
at the slab. I felt nothing. Suddenly the young man rushed in, fell on his knees, 
bent over the slab and buried his face in his arms, sobbing like a child, crying, 
“Forgive me, forgive me, forgive me!”  The ladies stood by stone still. So I put my 
hand on his shoulder.  “There, there,” I said.   
 
And there I found my tears.  They flowed all at once.  You did this for us? I asked.  
Thank you.  In a few seconds the deacon brusquely called us out, to make way for 
the next pilgrims. I went out with my head spinning, and my heart full.  It took me 
several minutes to get my bearings, and when I turned to leave, I saw one of the 
ladies, standing by, a cigarette in one hand, and with the other, she was checking 
her phone.  And the young man?  He was sitting on the ground, calm as a child, 
with the wide stare of a newborn, as if he knew he was just beginning his life.   
 
And I think-- I hope-- I am the same way today as I was then, only more ready to 
weep, to take in the love held in the blood and the water, ready to pray for the 
grace to love others as Christ has loved me.   
 
At the end of the chotki, there is a tassel.  Its purpose is to dry the tears that come 
with true repentance, as if the Lord were saying weeping is fine, but don’t overdo 
it.  I did this for you willingly.  
 
So, take the blessing and run: run to the sabbath tonight and rest tomorrow, then 
run to the tomb on Sunday.  Take what you find there, then run with the news, 
the only news that can dry the tears of this world, the news of Jesus Christ, 
crucified and risen, now and forever.  Amen.     


