Words from the Cross:

Why Have You Forsaken Me?

Matthew 27:


During the Second World War, German troops invaded Stalingrad, and thus began one of the most ferocious battles of that war.  A commentator reported that in time, the German Sixth Army was “entirely cut off from help and abandoned to perish.  The final plane out of the city carried seven bags of mail, and among those were the last letters written by the German soldiers who were, at that point, freezing, starving and facing death.”


Here’s a portion of one letter that a soldier wrote home to his pastor:  “In Stalingrad, to put the question of God’s existence means to deny it. . .I regret my words. . .because they will be my last, and I won’t be able to speak any other words afterwards which might reconcile you and make up for these.  . . .  I have searched for God in every crater, in every destroyed house, on every corner, in every friend, in my foxhole, and in the sky.  God did not show Himself, even though my heart cried for Him. . .on earth there was hunger and murder, from the sky came bombs and fire, only God was not there.  No, Father, there is no God.  Again I write it and know that this is terrible and I cannot make up for it ever.  And if there should be a God, He is only with you in the hymnals and prayers, in the pious sayings of the priests and pastors, in the ringing of the bells and the fragrance of incense, but not in Stalingrad.” (quoted in Bullit-Jonas, Christ’s Passion, Our Passions, 51-52).  

Not in Stalingrad.  And not in the Nazi death camps either.  


Not in New York City on 9-11.  Or in Madrid this past week.  


And not with Jesus on the cross.


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


When Jesus spoke these words from the cross, he was quoting Psalm 22.  That’s how the Psalm begins. My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  If you’ve never read that Psalm, I suggest you go home and read it, because it’s quite enlightening.  But when Jesus said these words, he was not just quoting a memory verse.  This was the cry of his heart.  As it was for the German soldiers in Stalingrad, and millions of other people throughout history who have felt betrayed, abandoned, alone; and no one cares, apparently not even God.


Have you had such a dark and desperate feeling?  Where are you, God?  Why have you left me at the point of my greatest need?  Why don’t you do something? 


And the answer is silence.  Death would be better.  


As an ocean liner was making its way across a very stormy Atlantic Ocean, one very seasick passenger was leaning over the railing.  He had turned several shades of green in his first few days at sea.  A steward came along and tried to cheer him up by saying, “Don’t be discouraged, sir!  You know, no one’s ever died of seasickness yet!”  The nauseated passenger looked up at the steward with baleful eyes and replied: “Oh, don’t say that!  It’s only the hope of dying that’s kept me alive this long!”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 292)  

When people heard Jesus cry out, Eli, Eli lema sabachthani, they mistakenly thought he was calling out for Elijah to come and save him.  Well, it sounded like Elijah.  It was common knowledge that the Hebrew people believed that the great prophet Elijah would return before the coming of the Messiah.  So perhaps, they thought, Jesus was calling for help from Elijah.  A last-ditch attempt to prove he really was the Messiah.


In the old Greek plays, long before DVD, even before Shakespeare, there was a fine contraption that would be brought into service right at the end of the play. Just when you thought the lead character was in too deep and would lose his battle, a large mechanical arm would reach down and pull him out of his trouble.  They called it the deus ex machina—the machine of God.  And it was a wonderful thing.  Would you like one for your birthday?  This is what we all want—just in the nick of time, God shows up like Zorro and saves the day.


But for Jesus there is no deus ex machina.   The last-minute rescue does not come.


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

How can this be?    


Jesus is the Son of God.  God in the flesh.  How can God abandon God?  


In truth, I don’t believe that God abandoned Jesus. Clearly God is there, and God is in charge.  The darkened sky, the earthquake, the temple curtain torn in two, the raising of the saints from the dead are all proof—not of God’s absence but rather God’s strong presence.  But still, Jesus’ words are true and describe his genuine experience of feeling forsaken.  In that moment, God is silent, and seems hidden from view.  


Here’s why.  When Jesus took on human flesh, he identified with us human beings.  He came for a very specific purpose.  In I Peter it says:  He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross. . . . (1 Peter 2:24) So, he didn’t just identify with our humanness in a general sort of way, he identified with our sin.  He was no sinner! But in that moment, he took on our sin, and the sin of the whole world.  The way the Apostle Paul says it is this:  “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin.” (2 Cor. 5:21)


Sin separates people from God, so in that moment under the weight of our sin, Jesus experienced the unthinkable, the unimaginable.  He was separate from God, and that reality was more excruciating than any physical pain he had already endured.    


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

And the answer is silence.  What does the silence mean?  It means that awful as this is, and as painful as it is, it must be.  God is there, standing by with all the power of the universe at hand.  But Jesus can not escape death.  He must go through it, in order to accomplish his purpose. :  “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor. 5:21)


So, my hope is that you can see in this God-forsaken moment, your salvation.  

I hope that you can also see a new way of looking at your own moments of despair.  For the times when you cry My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  

God has not forsaken you, but there are some times when you need to hang tough through some pretty difficult times.    


A shabbily dressed old woman was sitting on a busy street inside a small archway.  At her feet were flowers for sale.  She was smiling, her wrinkled old face alive with joy.  Someone approached her and said, “My, you look happy this morning!”


“Why not?” she answered.  “Everything is good.”


“Don’t you have any troubles?” the other person asked.


“You can’t reach my age and not have troubles,” she replied.  “Only it’s like Jesus and Good Friday.  When Jesus was crucified on Good Friday, that was the worst day for the whole world.  When I get troubles I remember that, and then I think of what happened only three days later – Easter and our Lord arising.  So when things go wrong, I’ve learned to wait three days . . . and somehow everything gets much better.”  (Story file, 18.5.4)


Maybe you’ve seen the old cartoon of an elephant with a pleading, perplexed, frightened look on its face.  And no wonder.  The elephant is precariously balanced on the edge of a cliff, just ready to fall.  The only thing keeping the poor elephant from plummeting over the edge is the fact that it has its tail wrapped around the stem of a daisy.  The caption reads:  “Sometimes you just gotta hold on!”  (Story file, 18.3.8)


When trouble comes, God is neither absent nor powerless.  But there are some times when God is hidden from our view.  For those times we can remember Jesus on the cross, his words of despair, and what happened next.  In those times we can learn the true meaning of faith.    
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