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The final words of a dyingloved Oneare most precious. They burn
themselves into our consciousness as a summation of the decedent’salife his/her
final testament to us who are left behind. We recall them at our momesf trial,
discouragement or challenge; seeking strength, encouragement and evamction
from them. Surely the last “words” of Jesus from the Cross have to be theast
valuable memory for believers, significant for any honest enquirer afterrtith, and
words that might even cause the hostile non-believer to pause and considérat
wisdom they might possibly contain.

It is surprising that only one of Jesus’ statements from the Cross is givday
more than one Evangelist. Both Mark (15: 34) and Matthew (27: 46) give us Jesus
plaintiff cry “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And since Mark’s is
the first of the written Gospels, this cry would have been the only “wortfrom the
Cross known to the beginning Christian Community who depended on thiSospel
for its knowledge of Jesus. It was twenty years later, in the decade of the 80stth
Mathew repeats this cry and no other. Luke, also writing in the decade of tH&0s
and John in the 90s gives us the other six “words” that we cherish for the irgit
they give us into the last moments of Jesus’ earthly life.

Tradition has placed a thematic order on these seven “words,” and it is &t
order we intend to follow in these meditations. Luke (23: 34) offers ther§it
“word”: “Father, forgive them, they do not know what they are doing.” If anyone
wonders whether Jesus actually said these words, in as much as they are relear
only in Luke (they are missing in some of the older and best manuscriptd this
Gospel) there can be no doubt that they are an accurate summation of Jesus’



teaching and an authentic representation of his life-example of activelyupsuing

and forgiving the sinner. Clearly, these words do not suggest a condonation of sin.
It is a plea for mercy. Itis not a sentimental covering over of guilt that in today’s
world would appeal to psychological weakness, overpowering cultural pras® or
the sinner’s up-bringing to deny the gravity or even the existence of sin.aFfrom

it! Jesus, in asking for forgiveness for those who are committing so horribke crime
as to impale him on the Cross presupposes their responsibility and asks
forgiveness on the basis of a change involving repentance and reparation onceythe
have come to appreciate what they have done. At the moment, he sees thanulib
their own selfish motivation and mistaken about the Messiah the Fatheregired to
send them. Throughout the Gospels, purpose of amendment is consistemittached
to forgiveness: “Go, and from now on sin no more” (Jn.8: 11). Sin, the reason for
the Cross, severs our relationships in a number of ways: from God whom weplace
with some creaturely thing we made central in our lives; from ourselvethrough the
interior disruption that blinds us to the only ultimate Good that will ever satisfy us;
from one another, weakening inter-personal relationships as we make outges so
central in importance that others become only instrumental in bringilg us
satisfaction; and even from the rest of creation which we unconsciobly ravage to
our personal advantage. Forgiveness implies the reversal of all of this. Thend
atonementsays this clearly when we break up the word into its component parts and
notice its force:at-one-ment. Forgiveness makes us one with God, whole in our
interior life, companionable with one another, and respectful of the wld God has
given us.

Luke prepared the readers of his Gospel for this first “word” from theCross
with the parable of theProdigal Son(15:11ff). In that story, a loving father loses
two sons: the younger to debauchery; the elder to self-righteousness. Tywinger
son, however, repented and is reinstated to full family membership aride. We
never find out about the elder son who was angry at this mercy granted by the
father and felt threatened and somehow diminished. Perhaps the implil question
in that story asks whether there is any hope for the self-righteous, likéaé Jewish
officials or the Roman authorities. The self-righteous have a terrible lmden to
overcome — their conviction that everything centers on them and life owelsem
something. Consider the circumstances that elicit this first “word™ for these
Jewish and Roman officials may well be prototypes of ourselves. They had their
own agenda and their own ideas of what God should do to comply with it. Luke (23:
29- 32) has the leaders and soldiers calling for Jesus to save himself: “if behe
Christ of God.” Mathew (27:39-44) and Mark (15:29-32), while they do not give
Jesus’ response have the same mocking scene but significantly catiga doing the
mocking “passersby,” a fault that can easily afflict us who fail to attend careflly
and deeply to our faith and wrestle with its mysteries until we havenined its secrets
to the best of our ability. People, that is, who claim a faith but do not own it ithe
very depths of our being. For us believers, the death of Jesus is no ordinary
happening. Itis the death of the incarnate Son of God. It is the death of then®
who submitted because he placed obedience to the mission the Fatiad given him
above all personal concerns and personal safety (see Philippians 2: 5-11).



We may not forget the Trinitarian dimension of the request from theCross.
It is the Son of God, incarnate through the power of the Holy Spirit, who asks
forgiveness from the Father for the creaturely beings They brought it existence.
Here we have a glimpse into the inner life of the Godhead. Only the incarrea&on,
in solidarity of nature with us, and not merely our representative, cou atone for
sin and bring us the divine gift, grace, by which our lowly nature is not jushealed
but lifted to the higher realm of adopted son/daughtership with heaven au
inheritance and destiny.

The Second Word from the Cross

The effect of Jesus’ dying on the Cross leads us to hear the second “word” as
one spoken not only to the “good” Thief, but to us as well: “Truly, | say to you,
today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23: 43). Again it is only Luke who
records this scene.

To attend first to the “good” Thief, it is important to note that his answer to
his thieving companion hanging on the other side of Jesus’ Cross is not thesult of
reasoned commitment to Jesus, or to a carefully worked out and unambiguous plan
about his own future, as though he were hedging all bets about salvation. He
probably had no clear ideas about the depth of meaning in what he was saying. He
simply committed himself to this Person dying next to him, whose actions dn
forgiving words in this circumstance of terrible injustice no one hacever
experienced before. This is why Jesus’ response is also personally dieelcto a
companion in agony who was also invested with the insight that he sufferadsily
while Jesus is suffering unjustly. The man’s turning to the incarnat&on of God,
though he did not know the depth of this mystery in which he ws involved, mg&ed
the promise of glory. And the glory would be immediate, “today you will be with ra
in paradise.” This immediacy is a statement of Luke’sealized eschatology.
Salvation is now, available with and from Jesus as he reigns from his Cross.id,
therefore, the completion of the first “word” about forgiveness. God's fogiveness



obliterates sin and immediately invests the one forgiven with a particgdion in His
own divine life through grace.

There are basically two ways of coming to God: through preservation in
innocence like Mary who is “full of grace”; or from a condition of separation like
the “good” Thief. He admits to his mocking companion, the other thief crudied
with Jesus — “Have you no fear of God at all? You got the same sentence as [Jesus]
did, but in our case we deserved it: we are paying for what we did. But thisan has
done nothing wrong.” The condition for forgiveness is to own one’s actions, tak
responsibility and the just punishment that goes with it, and detenine to change.
This gives power to the request that follows: “Jesus, remember me wihgou come
into your kingdom.” There is one way not to come to God and that is through
mediocrity as the Book of Revelation (Apocalypse) makes clear: “I know your
deeds; | know you are neither hot nor cold. How | wish your were one or the o
— hot or cold. But because you are lukewarm, neither hot not cold, | will spew you
out of my mouth.” (3: 15).

It is interesting to notice that when one does finally turn to the Persoof
Jesus, an intimacy immediately develops. This is the only passage in the ficnies
where anyone addresses the Lord saying simply “Jesus”. In other places it is
“Jesus, Lord” or “Jesus, Son of David”. The honorifics qualifying the proper name
move the petitioner to a respectful distance. But the intimacy of dyqthe same
death as Jesus, on a cross, draws the “good” Thief closer, makes him a companion
and leads to a trust in Jesus that makes no demand, says simply “remember me”
with the implication that the memory will urge Jesus to do whatever is bés Being
remembered by Jesus is all that ever matters.

We do not have any response from the other thief, nor information about
him. Like the elder brother in the parable of the Prodigal Son, he remaiman
enigma, the same we encounter with loved-ones who seem unresponsive ¢octll of
Jesus. May we pray for such, that God who sees the inner person with a clarity of
vision denied us will discover a conscience inculpable for itssi, sufficient to merit
the cry: “Father forgive them, they do not know what they are doing”? It seems we
can and must, asking Jesus: “Remember [them] when you come into your
kingdom?”; being as trusting as the “good” Thief that Jesus will do what is best.nl
some sense, we are all thieves in our hope for salvation, seeking a pure gift tvat
cannot merit and never deserve. It is our destiny to grope toward the Truth kch
is found only in Christ. Every human aspiration for truth and every acquisiton of
truth is, finally, a groping toward Jesus who is Truth itself. Somewherehe late
Pope John Paul Il said: “Jesus Christ is the answer to which every human liie the
guestion.” The lives of the “good” Thief and also of the other are examples oféh
guestions we are in our search for the answer that Jesus is. Despair may ndve
the response we give to any of the events that stress our lives.



The Third Word from the Cross

That salvation is an undeserved divine gift leads inexorably to the third
“word” from the Cross, the final self-emptying of Jesus as he now severs &ks to
this world in the gift of his Mother, through John, to all of us. Itis in the burth
Gospel that we read the bequest: “When Jesus saw his mother and the die
whom he loved standing near, he said to his mother, ‘Woman, behold, your son?
Then he said to the disciple. ‘Behold, your mother!” And from that hour tke disciple
took her to his own home.” (John. 19: 26-27).

It is a sentimental story, a dutiful Son making provision for his Mother. Bit
to reduce it to sentiment only would be to fail to see its theological ricless and its
intrinsic meaning for us. Here, and at the story of the wedding feast at Canar{. 2:
1-11), Jesus addresses his Mother simply as “Woman”. That this designation
signified a polite form of address at that time and implied neither calness nor
disrespect is true but beside the point. Jesus is universaliziagd making Mary a
model for all of his disciples. This is clear from Matthew (12: 48) where waiscover
that when Jesus is informed of his Mother’s presence on the fringes thfe crowd he
is teaching, he replies “Who is my mother...whoever does my Father's will i
mother, sister and brother to me.” Again in Luke (11: 27) when a woman praises
Mary for such a Son as Jesus, he replies: “Rather, blest are they who hear the wor
of God and keep it.” It is because Mary faultlessly did the Father’s will, mare than
her physical relationship to him, that Jesus invites us to take Mary into ounves as
model by which we are to live, and true Mother from whom we receive the giftow



being sacrificed on Calvary for our salvation. Everything is secondary to doing the
Father’s will.

This does not suggest that Mary’s relationship to Jesus is diminisheul i
importance. To think of Jesus as true man is to think of his Mother withouwhom
the Incarnation could never have happened. As virgin Mother, Jesus’ flesk her
flesh, her flesh hanging on the Cross as he, the eternal Son of God, diedhat flesh
and rose again in the identical flesh for our salvation.

There is a lesson, too, in the instantaneous and unquestioning obediente
John in taking Mary into his home. It clarifies the Scriptural references to the
brothers and sisters of Jesus who could not have been Mary’s children,riee her
perpetual virginity. Blood brothers would have had the prior obligation to cae for
their mother. But more than that, it also gives us the example to respondstantly
and without question to whatever Jesus asks of us. This, too, is a lesson Mary
teaches. Atthe wedding feast of Cana, after Mary had acquainted Jesus witreth
potential for embarrassment to a newly married couple as the wine at thewedding
feast begins to fail, she speaks the last words that the Scriptures redof her
sayings: “Do whatever he tells you.” (Jn. 2: 5). She is speaking those same words to
us. If the water of our ordinary lives is ever to be transformed into the wia of
grace-filled and divinely meritorious actions it will be only through cing whatever
the Son of God tells us.

We know so little about Mary because she is always depicted in the shadow
of her Son who is central to the New Testament story. But what we do know ludr
is critical for our spiritual enlightment. We know her unquestioned sibmission to
God's will; her serving humility, forgetful of her position of eminencein the story of
salvation; her contemplative spirit: “As for Mary, she treasured all thesehings and
pondered them in her heart” (Lk.1: 19); she was present at moments wheshe could
serve and especially at the foot of the Cross; she was present at the birthlod
Church, the Mystical Body of her Son, on Pentecost. All that ever distancédary
from Jesus was the interposition of the Father’s will; yet, paradoxically, thasame
will of the Father drew them closer as one in mind and heart. In her sponse to
Elizabeth, pregnant six months with John, Mary, only at the beginning of Jesus’
formation in her, sang the glories of the Father: “My soul proclaims the greatnesof
the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Lk. 1:46). Mary attributes
everything to the Father: “For the Almighty has done great things to me andtoly is
his name” (vs. 49). Then she acknowledges the revolutionary events that wallow
the birth she will experience in nine months: it will be acultural revolution where
the haughty and self-reliant will come to see the folly of their selfenteredness “He
has routed the proud in the conceit of their own hearts” (vs. 51); it will be political
revolution where oppressive domination will yield to the recognition of eential
equality before God: “He has pulled down the mighty from their throne” (vs. 52);
it will be an economicrevolution: “The hungry he has filled with good things, and
the rich he has sent away empty” (vs. 53). All of human history was in abeyance
until her response to the Angel: “Be it done to me as you say” (Lk. 1: 38). Mary is



central. She has accepted God’s will for the whole human race, given tirto the
Savior and in this way became our Mother. This third “word” from the Crossis
really the revelation of a truth that already was.

What have these first three of Jesus’ seven “words” from the Cross told us?
They have spoken of the mercy of God Who never condones sin but is antecelyen
willing and anxious to forgive the repentant sinner. “God is love and anyone who
lives in love lives in God and God in him” (1 Jn. 4: 16). The dynamic Trinitarian
life that created and redeemed us is perfect, altruistic love. Fromme second
“word”: “Today _ you will be with me in paradise” we discern that salvation is
already ours and that our free turning to Christ, like that of the “good” Thief,
simply opens us to the full acceptance Jesus willingly gives to us. Heavera isense,
has already begun for us since where our “treasure is, there the heart issal' (Mt.
6: 21). Finally, we have come to see more clearly that Mary, given to us as our
Mother, is both the example of true discipleship, and more, she is truly oMother,
dynamically involved in our individual and collective life stories. If the inal words
of a dying loved One are important to us, those of Jesus are important and salvific
beyond measure.

The fourth “word” is witnessed by Mark (15: 34) and Matthew (27: 46): “My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” The shock of this cry is rendered even
stronger when we remember that only ten chapters earlier in Mattheve Gospel (17:
5) we heard the Father say: “This is my beloved Son in whom | am well pleak®é
What has happened that now at the end of an obedient life the Son fealsls utter
abandonment? He feels as we may sometimes have felt, but with an intengar
less severe, but painful none-the-less, absolutely alone, that no one cavlesther we
live or die, totally unloved and rejected. If we were to factor God forsakeress into
that picture, our desolation would be unbearably complete and we would have sem
sense of the pain in Jesus’ cry. That he cried “in a loud voice” is further edence of
his feeling of abandonment.



So mysterious is this cry from the Cross that scholars tend to explain it ay,
softening its impact, by noting that these words are the opening line of &m 22: 1-2

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Why are you far from helping me,
From the words of my groaning?
O my God, | cry by day, but you do not answer,
And by night, but find no rest.

These scholars point out that this Psalm is one of those sung at the cosmn
of the Passover supper. Jesus, then, is finishing his celebration of thest Supper
and linking it with Calvary, as he did at the Supper in the institution of he
Eucharist. Maybe! But | suspect that there is a lot more involved when hg@eaks
from the Cross. Remember that the mystery of the Incarnation reveals #t the Son
of God, without surrender of his divinity, took upon himself a real human mture to
save mankind through the same human flesh in which man sinned, a fleghavely in
need of redemption. For this reason Jesus could, and we should expedcttthe
would, experience all that we experience and in the way we experience Tthe
author of the Epistle to the Hebrews (4: 15) attests to this fact: “We do not hawae
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weakness, but one who @évery
respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.” The early church Fath taught
“what is not assumed [by the Incarnate Son of God] is not healed.” To heal our
desperation Jesus experienced this ultimate loneliness, helplesss and alienation.

It ought not to scandalize us, but give us a deeper insight into the Savior’s lof

us that he emptied himself to take upon himself each, every and all of theglents

of our humanity that nothing should go unredeemed. He took on the lonelinee$
the unattended sick, the neglect suffered by the elderly, the friefess, the homeless,
the displaced persons, the unwanted and the inconvenient. Whatever ngaralizes a
human being was absorbed by Jesus and nailed to the Cross. The fourth Servant of
Yahweh Song in Isaiah (52: 13 — 53: 12) was dramatized on Calvary in all its
horror: “It was our suffering he bore, our sorrows he carried...On him lies a
punishment that brings us peace, and through his wounds we are healed.ist$oul’s
agony over he shall see the light and be content. By his sufferings shall my setvan
justify many, taking their faults on himself’ (Isaiah 53: 4-5, 11). On the Cross,
Jesus felt the terrible aloneness that included bewilderment &he inscrutable ways
of God, the same bewilderment all people of faith feel from time to timerhen
tempted to call out their own plaintiff cry: “Where, O Lord are you?” “Why have

you abandoned me?” We are indeed fortunate if we have escaped such feelingd an
have never known devastating loneliness, the desolation that leaves us caatedy
empty. This is not despair, nor is it hopelessness. Jesus never lost tiasGod, nor
should we. But it hurts more deeply and devastatingly than physical painve

think we know horror when we recall the death-drenched centuryyst past, and we
may think we can therefore appreciate this fourth “word” from the Cross nore
deeply because of it. But when we reflect that it is the Son of God crgmut, not
some deserving sinner, but One who never sinned, perhaps the agony of theseds
becomes even sharper.



When we think of how Jesus, in his public life, even as a child of twel (Lk.
2: 41 — 51) always spoke to and of God as “Father,” the form of address he uses on
the Cross “My God, my God” is startling. The familiarity of “Father” seems gone
in his feeling of total abandonment. Yet, the trust is still there irhis use of the
possessive pronounthy’ as he says: My God, my God.” Where there is trust, there
can be no despair, no ceasing to hope that though hidden, God is still presetit] s
available, still Father.

In reading the Passion narrative in John, we cannot but notice that Jesus is
always in full control. In this passage, as in our own human experience, control
eludes him and evil forces seem in control and are killing him. Were the$erces to
be finally victorious all would be lost. But the Resurrection was yet tootne. Jesus
had foretold it to his disciples (Mt. 16: 21; Mk. 8: 31; Lk. 9: 22). We cannot doubt
that he still believed that in three days he would rise to glory, the glory hedl
already promised to the “good” thief. But, and this is the critical point, thatwas still
belief for the human mind of Jesus, still faith which the Epistled the Hebrews
defines as “confidence in things unseen, conviction about things not yealized (11.:
1). That is the point of Jesus’ cry from the Cross; resurrection had not yédecome
an experienced possession. In accepting the dereliction, abandonmend &wod-
forsakenness that forced this plaintiff cry, Jesus won for all the aband@&u and
forsaken among his faithful the grace of hope, the defeat of despair.
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The fifth “word” from the Cross -- Jesus says: “I thirst” (Jn. 19: 28). After
all he had endured from the very beginning of his Passion, starting with hagony
in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus was inevitably thirsty. His anguish wsxs
intense on that occasion that Luke tells us he suffered a bloody sweat: ‘s
anguish he prayed even more earnestly, and his sweat fell to the grounddigreat
drops of blood” (Lk. 22: 44). The reality of such a happening, though rare, is well
attested and was first described by Aristotle who gave it the name bematidrosis
explaining how under great emotional stress the capillaries in the satglands burst
and the mixture of blood and sweat pearls on the skin, coagulates and falls to the
ground. This not only sensitized Jesus skin to feel pain more acutely, but agpwith
long hours deprived of food and drink, abuse from scourging and the crown of
thorns, the forced climb up Calvary with the horizontal cross-piece of tb Cross (the
patibulum), weighing over a hundred pounds, placed across his shoulders, the insult
of nails driven through his wrists and feet all contributed to that seere dehydration
that forced out his cry of thirst. Yet, the physical thirst, real and devastatig, was
neither the only nor even the primary reason for his calling out: “I thirst”. That
physical suffering was more an inconvenience compared to the far nremtense
pains he never complained about. We must look at these words “I thirst” to fina
deeper meaning in them and the challenge for us that Jesus meant to convdohn
records these words because he sees their theological depth andvoeld have us
contemplate their deeper implications for us.

Immediately upon his arrest in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus toldtBe
“Put your sword back in its sheath. Am | not to drink the cup that the Fatherhas
given me?” (Jn. 18:11) Obviously the cup of suffering is meant here, a cup Jesus
thirsted to accept. Luke gives us a clearer understanding of this whére records
the spoken prayer of Jesus in his agony only moments before Peter’s impetis act
in drawing his sword and cutting off the ear of the high priest’s servant‘Father, if
you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be done”l(k.
22: 42). This metaphorical meaning for “cup,” as designating suffering, had already
been in Jesus answer to the mother of Zebedee’s sons, James and John. She had
asked that her sons be given preferential places in Jesus’ Kingdom. Jesukeab
them: “Can you drink the cup that I am to drink?” Mt. 20:28; Mk. 10:38). In
response to their positive answer, Jesus told them they would drink éhcup, and
history affirms they did suffer for the faith, but preference in the kngdom is the
Father’s gift, not his. There is, of course, Old Testament precedent for
understanding suffering as a pouring out that creates an agony of thirst. Psal@®,
continuing the theme already quoted as Jesus’ fourth “word” from the Cross‘My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” says: “| am poured out like water, all
my bones are out of joint; my heart, like wax, melts within my breast; my mouths
dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to my jaws; you lay me in the dust
death” (Ps. 22: 14-15). Even the response of the anonymous observer of the
crucifixion who offered Jesus the sponge soaked in vinegar unwittinghecalled
another Psalm which asks God'’s help: “You know the insults | endure, eweone of
my oppressors is known to you; the insults have broken my heart, [even] inym
thirst they give me vinegar to drink” (Ps. 69: 19-21).
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There is a transitional element in this scene that expands the
understanding of Jesusthirst beyond the cup of suffering to the gift of salvation
allowing us to interpret his thirst on the Cross as a thirst for souls. It the peculiar
name given to the instrument used to raise the vinegar soaked sponge to Jébps:
“so putting a sponge soaked in vinegar on yssopstick they held it to his mouth”

(In. 19:29). Hyssop could never have supported its weight. John had to know this
when he wrote. Why, then, did he select such an instrument? John favors
symbolism. He knew the Old Testament well. In Exodus, while giving instations

for the first Passover when the Angel of Death was to take the lives of thediitborn

of the Egyptians and spare the People of God, Moses commanded that the blood of
the sacrificed lamb be applied to the door posts and lintels of Jewish ines: “Take a
spray of hyssop dip it in the blood [of the lamb] and with the blood from the basin
touch the lintel and the two door posts” (Ex. 12: 22). The Fourth Gospel had
already reported that John the Baptist identified Jesus to two of his digges with

the words: “Look there! The lamb of God” (Jn. 1: 36). It is this same Evangelist
who tells about Jesus’ thirst and the hyssop bearing sprig that carridbe vinegar to
Jesus to slake his thirst. Surely, he was making the connection of the Padctaving
of the ancient Jews and the salvation now being effected on the Cross. et
Apocalypse (Book of Revelation), often associated with the Johanine corpus of New
Testament literature, Jesus is identified as “the lamb slain from tla foundation of

the world” (13: 8). The Paschal lamb of the Old Law was sacrificed year after yga
but Jesus’ sacrifice was once-for-all and the author of the Epistle to ¢hHebrews
reminds us: “But now Christ has come, as high priest of all the blessys which were
to come. He passed through the greater, the more perfect tabernacle.. dthis not

of this created order; and he entered the sanctuary once and for all, takgnwith him
not the blood a goats and bull calves, but his own blood, having won an eternal
redemption for us...how much more effectively the blood of Christ, who &éred
himself as the perfect sacrifice to God through the eternal Spiritcan purify our

inner self from dead actions so that we do our service to the living God” (9: 11-15)
The parameters of Jesus’ salvific work are described in global terms byal in
Ephesians: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in heavenly placesven as he chose
us in him before the foundation of the world” (1: 3-4); to be concluded by Jes own
command as he was about to ascend to heaven: “Go, therefore, make disciplesliof a
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Kol
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have commanded you; and behold, | am
with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt. 28: 19-20). The thirst of Jesus is more
than physical. It is his thirst for souls; and ours is the missionary taskotslake that
thirst even if all we have is the vinegar of imperfect action and the flinyshyssop

reed of our sinful lives.
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The sixth word from the Cross, “It is finished” (John 19:30)

Again it is John who gives us Jesus’ sixth “word” from the Cross: “It is
finished”. Having announced his thirst and received the vinegar soaked spge,
John tells us: “After Jesus had taken the vinegar he said: ‘It is accomphed’; and
bowing his head he gave up his spirit” (Jn. 19: 30).

What does “It is finished” or “It is accomplished” intend to communicate D
us? There are many possibilities as we look at our own experience. Aftemse
painful event or worrisome occasion, we are likely to say “Thank God that is
finished” or “I could not wait to get that out of the way.” We cannot imagine that
that is what Jesus means, at lest not primarily. It would trivialize what hagust
accomplished on the Cross if that is all the expression meant to commoate to us.
Surely, what Jesus intended was deeper. It has to have meant: now the reajrsin
is ended; now Adam’s disobedience is nullified by the obedienoé God’s own Son
submitting to the horror of Calvary. St. Paul says that in essence in his lettto the
Romans: “Just as by the disobedience of one man many were made sinners; so by
the obedience of one man many will be justified just as sin reigned wherever there
was death, so grace will reign to bring eternal life thanks to the righteousss that
came through Jesus Christ our Lord” (5: 19.21). Jesus was surely conscious of this
effect of his death and said so: “And I, if | be lifted up from the earth wl draw all
to myself” (Jn. 12: 32). Itis on the Cross and by his death that Jesus finisheceth
work the Father had given him to accomplish; as it is with us at the momemtf our
death. That is the moment that we finish the work we have been born intbis
world to accomplish. How desirable it would be for us to be able, in all hongstto
repeat this “word” of Jesus to the Father: “It is finished” and be able to ontinue,
again with Jesus, to announce: “I have accomplished the work you have given me to
do” (In. 17:4). Itis only in imitating Jesus in his complete self-gift to the Fatr that
we will arrive at that point. Is it possible for us? Peter thinks so: “Chris suffered
for you, leaving an example, so that you may follow in his steps” (1 Pt. 2:21).
Redemption is not only forgiveness of sin; it is living in imitation of Jessiand
accomplishing whatever God asks of us with a dedication as imitative ofsles’
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example as is possible for us. In this sense, Jesus’ “word,” “It is finield,” is a cry of
victory, a triumphant exaltation over the defeat of evil. Our hope and determination
must be to live in such a way as to be able to say of our lives “It is finished,”
allowing them to be subsumed into Christ’s victory.

This fact about Jesus sixth “word” reminds us of the timelessness of @aly,
and of the fact that as the Incarnate Son of God, Jesus’ actions are beyond time. We
must be conscious that what is temporal to us is eternal to him. Peter,agagain,
instructs us in the timelessness of God: “Do not ignore this one fact, bgkd, that
with the Lord one day is like a thousand years and a thousand years like a single
day” (2 Pt. 3:8). We live in atime-between-timesa period under the sign of the
Cross, awaiting theeschaton(the final days) when the Lord comes in his glory to
judge the living and the dead (cf. Mt. 25: 31-46). During our ‘time,” Jesus is still
climbing his Cross in all of the sufferings of those who suffer, in allfdhe sorrows of
the sorrowing, and in the marginal existence of the neglected. In that s&x there is
an unfinished dimension to hisvord, “It is finished.” In the absolute order, all that
was to be done has been accomplished and nothing new is needed to cotajite In
the order of application, we are invited to do as St. Paul directs: “to do what | carot
make up for all that still has to be undergone by Christ for the sake of his bgd the
Church” (Colossians 1: 24). The Cross opened the way into God’s love so that
nourished by that love Christ’s disciples may bring that love into the wod that still
needs healing. There is a missionary thrust to this sixth “word” from the @ss, and
we, Jesus’ disciples are the designated missionaries.

Jesus could say from the Cross “It is finished” because the culminaggnevent
in the drama of salvation had been reached in his death and nothing more pecfe
could ever be imagined. Jesus could say “It is finished” and at the same tirhe
signaling to us, his disciples, that we are invited into his saving missio®n the
Cross, time and eternity meet and bring into reality the divine effect tat sin has
been canceled and its defeat remains an accomplished fact throughouttahe. In
the Incarnation the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity took upon hire a real
human nature, but never ceased to be God. This divine Person is not sulbjertime
and its limitations. Even his human actions are those of the Son of God and remai
ever effective — the past, present and future are one in him. When Jesussaéets he
does in dying for us, his death, though accomplished historically two thousand
years ago, is not merely remembered in our time as past, but continues to be
effective and present today, for us, and in our time and for all time yet to coe. We
can say with truth that every cross we bear is his Cross, every wound we eme is
his wound, and every thirst is his thirst. This being so, there is theopential of every
happening in our lives to become generative of grace, and worthy of merit toward
eternal life.

When Francis Thompson asks God imhe Hound of Heaven“Must thou
char the wood ere thou can’st limn with it?” he is acknowledging the necagsfor
the discipline of the Cross in every life. At the same time he givestmess to a hard-
to-learn lesson that God would have us know. Speaking in God’s hame tpeet
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says, remember: “All things betray thee who betrayest Me.” The response any
attempt at a flight from God, another name for sin, is to awaken us sufficidly to
hear God respond: “Whom wilt thou find to love ignoble thee, save Me, save only
Me? [God says]...Ah, fondest, blindest, weakest, | am He Whom thou seekestlotih
dravest love from thee, who dravest Me.” The poet, while not directly comenting
on Jesus’ sixth “word” from the Cross has caught its spirit: all that is not oiGod
leads to the unfulfilled life. For us to be able to say at the end of life “Isifinished,”
as Jesus did, and to mean that my life is completed, that it is fulfilletbecomes
possible only in the shadow of the Cross.

The Seventh Word from the Cross
“Father, into your hands | commend my spirit” (Luke 23:46)

Finally, we are again indebted to Luke for preserving the last of Jesus’
“words’ from the Cross: “Father, in to your hands | commend my spirit.” (LK.
23:46). The words are taken from the Psalms that Jesus would have known so well
since they were the prayer book of his people as they are the prayer booktloé
Church today.

In you, Yahweh, | take shelter;
Never let me be disgraced.
In your righteousness deliver me, rescue me.
Turn your ear to me, make haste.

Be a sheltering rock for me,
A walled fortress to save me!
For you are my rock, my fortress;
For the sake of your name, guide me, lead me!

Pull me out of the net they have spread for me,
For you are my refuge;
Into your hands | commit me spirit,
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You have redeemed me, Yahweh (Ps. 31: 1-5).

We often say something similar when going to sleep at night, and would
surely wish to say these words of Jesus at the moment of death: “Father, into you
hands | commend, commit, surrender my spirit.” It is the prayer of unquetioned
trust and confidence. This final cry of Jesus which Luke tells us h&aid in a “loud
voice.” It contextualizes the six “words” from the Cross that precede it, esgzially
the fourth “word,” the cry of desperation: “My God, my God, why have you
forsaken me?” It makes clear that what Jesus did with that fourth “word” wasto
accept our feelings of desperation and redeem them. Jesus never lossty and
having redeemed our sentient nature by absorbing it into himself and conguing it
gives us the power to trust as he did. Karl Rahner once called death “the sigme
and most radical act of faith” (see “Following the Crucified” in Theological Investigationsvol. 18, pg.
168). Faith as “Confidence in things hoped for, conviction about things unseen”
(Hebrews 11:1) is belief evincing trust and surrender. Jesus not only explifies it,
but on the Cross he won for us the ability in grace to live it as he did. Jesusdias
we die, that we may be able to die as he died, not with resurrection as alrgad
experienced but with the firm conviction it would be his and willbe ours. Jesus,
remember, was really and truly human. His death was not play-acting, but a real
death. His absolute certainty with regard to resurrection and glory was, in Isi
human spirit, not the result of unassailable rational conviction, but of cofident
trust in the One he called Father. There is no way any of us can surrender ale
are unless we allow God to give us the grace to do so, and the further grace ofstru
to acceptit. From God’s side, this grace is certainly given; the accepize on our
part is the only question that remains.

Trust in God is not only an end-of-life event, but a life-long experience af
graciously letting-go the things around us. There are many human experiees to
exemplify this letting-go: | let go the security of the womb to be born; thaurturing
parent-family experience to enter adult life; the strength and adventxe of youth to
live to my mature years; the independence of self-directedness &riliness or old
age marks my declining years with dependency on others. How | accept thes
“lettings-go” may well suggest how | will let go at the end, in death: will ibe
rebelliously or in the spirit of Christ “Father, into your hands | commend my
spirit”? A sign of what answer will be given may emerge if | ask myself whier |
can say with St. Paul: “To me to live is Christ, to die is gain” (Philippiand.:21).

Death is inevitable and can be met in only one of two ways: simply endured,
or grace-fully embraced. Lively, prayerful and committed faith, like that of Jesus as
expressed in his sixth “word” from the Cross: “It is finished,” will make the
difference. Only with that final statement about my life can | move beyah merely
enduring death to seeing it as entry into the fullness of life and the glory das
promised to the “good” Thief: “This day you will be with me in paradise.”

Normally, this will not come suddenly as an overwhelming grace at the end dfie, as
it did for the “good” thief, but must be prepared for by a prayerful life offering an
unconditional “yes” to God’s will. It is a matter of attitudeas | progress in life’s
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journey, living life in the Father’s presence. Notice that the first ad last “words” of
Jesus from the Cross begin with mention of the Father: “Father forgive tha, they
do not know what they are doing” and then “Father, into your hands | commend
my spirit.” Each day and all of life is secure only when it is bracketed by prayedo
the Father. Then, even the discouraging moments of “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me” will never be able to shake our faith and trust.

The final “word” of Jesus sums up in essence what faith should be — persl
intimacy with a Personal God. We are not called to worship an idea of God, but the
tri-Personal God. It may often happen that God seems remote from us. It i®h
because he is a hidden God but because we are distracted by the thingswfown
world. This may happen even when we are theologically well trained and canegk
eloquently of God. Cardinal Newman, in his booklhe Grammar of Assent
distinguishes between “real” and “notional” knowledge. The latter he desibes as
the content of our minds, what we know and are able to discuss; the forméreal”
knowledge, involves the whole of our personalities and leads to a commitmenrat
only verbal but totally engaging. Surely that is the knowledge the human mind of
Jesus had of the Father and it was the fruit of his constant habit of pyer. Jesus
prayed at every critical moment in his life: at the beginning of his pubt ministry
(MK. 1: 35; Lk. 5: 16); at the choice of the Twelve (Lk. 6: 12); after feeding the 5,000
when he went into the mountain to pray (Mt. 14: 23; Mk. 6: 46; Lk. 6:12); at the
time of the Transfiguration Lk. 9: 28); in Gethsemane as we have seen, and frahe
Cross. These are only a few of the many places in Scripture where he esdribed as
being in prayer, but sufficient to show the pattern that Jesus was a man ofgyer.

If we are to meet critical moments in life with the equanimity ofspirit and the
abandonment to God that Jesus exhibits, it will be out of a similar habit ofrayer.

Conclusion:

Throughout these meditations we have sought to learn from Jesus something
from his spiritual life that may become a pattern for our own. Fortunately, wehave
more in Jesus than example. He is the God-Man who, by his death, annulled;si
reestablished our relationship with God; transformed our nature fran that of
servant to adopted sons and daughters of the Father; infused the Holy Spinto
our souls; and destined us for paradise. Everything has been accompksl on the
Cross, in principle: all that remains, and it too is a grace, is that we open ouises
in welcome to what Jesus won for us.
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