
Good Friday: Christ’s Passion in Sheffield
Hymn

(tune: R&S 201 ‘Kingsfold’)
1

One Friday in Eternity

A man was framed they say,

A man was framed, but why the fuss,

It happens every day;

With all the trappings of the law

It happens every day.

One Friday in Eternity

Repeated every day.

2

One Friday in Eternity

A man was flogged they say,

A man was flogged, but why the fuss,

It happens every day;

Imprisoned, brainwashed, tortured, starved

It happens every day.

One Friday in Eternity

Repeated every day.

3

One Friday in Eternity

A man was hung they say,

A man was hung, but why the fuss,

It happens every day;

Hung, shot or crucified, who cares

It happens every day.

One Friday in Eternity

Repeated every day.

4

One Friday in Eternity

A man was God they say,

If that is true - if God was there-

It happens every day;

If God was sharing mortal pain

It happens every day.

One Friday in Eternity

Repeated every day.
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1. The Last Supper (Luke 22:14-27)
The Soup Run

Short prayer with response:

Lord, in your mercy… hear our prayer

Hymn 
Go to dark Gethsemane
[image: image1.jpg]Melody from

J. A. Freylinghausen’s Neues Geistreiches Gesangbuch 1714
Harmony from Vierstimmige Choralgesinge by J. S. Bach
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Go to dark Gethsemane,
Ye that feel the tempter's power;
Your Redeemer's conflict see;
Watch with him one bitter hour;
Turn not from his griefs away:
Learn of Jesus Christ to pray.
2. Gethsemane (Luke 22:39-46)
The Winter Gardens
Short prayer with response:

See the kiss betray a friend,

See the sword unsheathed to fight;

Yet his love’s not at an end:

Puts his enemy to rights!

See forgiveness from above:

Learn of Jesus Christ to love.

3. The Arrest (Luke 22:47-62)

The City Hall
Short prayer with response:

Follow to the judgment-hall;
View the Lord of Life arraigned.
O the wormwood and the gall!
O the pangs his soul sustained!
Shun not suffering, shame, or loss:
Learn of him to bear the cross.
4. The Trial (Luke 22:66-23:25)

No Entrance sign

Short prayer with response:

Calv’ry's mournful mountain climb;
There, adoring at his feet,
Mark that miracle of time,
God's own sacrifice complete.
It is finished! Hear the cry:
Learn of Jesus Christ to die.
5. The Crucifixion (Luke 23:26-49)

Wincobank Hill

Short prayer with response:

Joseph takes him to his tomb,

with the women standing by;

lays him in that narrow room;

all their hopes with him have died.

Wait! Be patient! Rest we too;

Learn of him what God can do.
vv1, 2, 4 James Montgomery
The Soup Run 
I’m not a Sheffielder, as you know. So sometimes I’m a bit of an outsider in the city, walking around the streets, trying to understand what I see and hear, what stories lie beneath the surface of people’s public lives. A while ago I happened one evening to be walking past the Eldon Street carpark – you know, the one behind Tesco’s on West Street. There was a small crowd gathered around a van, so I went a bit closer to see what was happening. It turned out it was a soup run. Lots of big cities have them; generous people with more than enough turning out on cold nights to hand out soup and sandwiches to those who are without. 
It’s often young men at the soup run, people who can’t find work because they have no home or because they have a problem with drink or drugs, or just because their lives have fallen apart. And sometimes people in that position show great generosity to others who’ve also fallen on hard times. One man took me aside and told me where I might find somewhere to stay the night if I needed it. And then he invited me into his little group, all wrapped up to keep out the cold. My new friend started sharing out sandwiches and mugs of tea between them, making sure everyone got their fair share. And he was a talker! He reckoned the world could be made a better place if it was more like the soup run: people sharing what they had, not going by status, but everyone looking out for each other. He talked of freedom movements so far back in ancient history I was amazed he knew anything about it. And he talked about how it could happen now, how that sort of story wasn’t just a pipe dream but could be deadly serious.
Deadly serious? said one of his friends. You take it all too much to heart, mate. One man can’t save the world, not even you. 

Well, that set him off again. One man could save the world, he reckoned, if he really meant it. One man’s example could show others it could be done, that you could live life openheartedly, forgiving people and being forgiven, not lording it over others. But they weren’t so sure. They all had stories in their past, stories of hurt inflicted and hurt endured, that made them sceptical that forgiveness was really possible, outside fairy stories and ancient history. Once trust has been broken, you don’t want to believe in people again. It hurts too much.
‘I’ll show you I mean what I say,’ he said. And he beckoned over one of the group, a man with a denim baseball cap and tattered trainers. ‘Sit down!’ he said. ‘You’re on the way to frostbite with those shoes!’ Gently he took the man’s feet onto his lap, peeled off the trainers, massaged the guy’s toes with his hands, conjured a new pair of shoes out of nowhere, slid them carefully onto his feet and finally tied his laces in a bow. ‘How can you bear to touch my feet?’ his newly shod friend asked. ‘You don’t know where they’ve been today!’ But he just laughed. 
When they started to move off, I asked soup run volunteers about him. It seems he chooses to live on the street so he can help others who have no choice but to live that way. I had nothing better to do, so I followed them. I wanted to learn more about him and his crazy ideas.

Lord, where have we seen you and passed by on the other side? Be with all who have nothing today, and help us show your love to others. Lord, in your mercy


The Winter Gardens 
I didn’t have far to go to catch them up. Sometimes people wander round the city centre all night; the Council’s rough sleeper count is so low because they only count people actually stretched out to sleep. The Winter Gardens must be wonderful if you have nowhere to go. They have to keep the heating on because of the tropical plants, and there are seats all over the place to rest until you get moved on again. Anyway, my man turned off Tudor Square into the Winter Gardens with three of his mates, including Baseball Cap. Seems like he had something on his mind, something he needed to think out, so he wanted his friends to watch his back while he did it. Even in Sheffield, the streets aren’t necessarily safe at night – and mostly it’s not homeless people who are the threat.
He was muttering under his breath as I came closer and listened through the palm trees, but then he started to talk out loud, almost despairing. ‘How long can I go on doing this?’ he demanded. ‘It’s getting more and more dangerous. People don’t like it when I say everyone should have a share, when I tell people to forgive one another, not store up grudges. If it’s not the gangs, it’ll be the law. I won’t last much longer. Is this really how you want it to be?’ I thought he was talking on his mobile. But then he burst out again, ‘God! What d’you think you’re playing at? Please, is this really what you want me to do?’ And I realised, with a shock, that he thought he was talking to God. Was he mentally ill? Or could it possibly be that he had a handle on God; that God cares about drop-outs in Sheffield?

I couldn’t see his friends, either, but I could hear them. The loudest snorers in Christendom. It disturbed him so much that twice he went and poked them, telling them to get a grip, not to let him down. The last time, I caught a glimpse of him through the leaves, and he was sweating so much I almost thought he had a fever. The man was evidently in distress. I was about to go over and see if I could help at all, but someone else beat me to it.

Another of the men from the soup van group came over, hugged him and did one of those complicated high five hand movements with him. ‘My man!’ he shouted. And almost as if that was a signal, suddenly all the lights came on and police with riot shields charged round the corner and arrested him. Just like that. And these were no friendly CPOs. They had guns and batons, and really there was no contest. His mates put up a bit of a scuffle, but they were surprised and outmatched, and they knew it. One seemed to get in a hefty punch on an officer’s nose, but I must have got that wrong; for after he had grabbed their suspect, his nose seemed normal again. It must have been the shadows.
High Five must have fled, after causing all that mayhem. I only just managed to get out the other side of the Gardens myself. But now my curiosity was even further piqued, so when one officer said, ‘Right, lads, back to the City Hall with him,’ I was on my way. 
Lord, where have we seen you and passed by on the other side? Be with all arrested with violence today, those who have handed them in and those who wield the baton; and help us not to turn a blind eye to injustice. Lord, in your mercy…


The Arrest

Well, there was a proper carry-on in Barkers Pool when I got there. Police all over the place – even mounted police, would you believe?, men in dark glasses. Total overkill, whoever this guy was, unless he was a terrorist in fantastically heavy disguise as a do-gooding dropout. There were journalists trying to get quotes off anyone who’d talk to them, students trying to find out what was going off. But whatever was happening was going on inside the City Hall, so all the rest of us could do was wait around outside. 
It was perishing cold. But after a while I realised I recognised someone in the crowd. Well, sort of recognised. It was the guy with the baseball cap, sitting by the fountain, with his back to the police, shivering as if he was going into hypothermia. But I reckon it was shock. After all, he’d narrowly escaped arrest himself; it was him who’d tried to punch the policeman. The poor guy was torn between making a break for it and wanting to know what was happening to his friend. But by the fountain wasn’t the best place to go unnoticed. 
First off, a local journalist came over, saw he looked down at heel and put two and two together to make five. ‘Weren’t you with that guy?’ she demanded. ‘I’m sure I’ve seen you together in town. Listen, what happened? I never thought he was a danger to the public. Tell us your side of the story.’ Baseball Cap looked at her like he was a rabbit and she was the oncoming headlights. ‘Dunno,’ he muttered. ‘Don’t know who you mean.’ She looked sceptical, but another police officer came over, so she tried to get a story out of him instead.

Baseball Cap may have thought he was safely out of it, but then one of the City Centre Ambassadors tapped him on the shoulder. ‘I know you’re mates with that man inside,’ he said. ‘What’s it all about then?’ Baseball Cap looked as if he was about to be shot. ‘No idea who you’re talking about,’ he managed to whisper. The City Centre Ambassador looked disappointed, but off he went too.
I don’t know why I tried my luck with Baseball Cap. Somehow, ever since I’d eaten tea and sandwiches with them in the carpark, I felt involved with that whole group. Maybe I wanted to help him. Maybe I was just nosy. Anyway, I cleared my throat and started to say, ‘Um, I was there in the Winter Gardens…’ when he suddenly blew up. ‘Go to hell!’ he screamed. ‘I’ve never met that man in my life, and I never want to!’ 

Just then, the crowds parted. For a moment the man we were both talking about appeared on the steps of the City Hall. Even in all the confusion, he couldn’t have helped hearing what Baseball Cap had said. But as Baseball Cap slumped by the fountain, gulping great sobs like a lost toddler, I saw his face. And it wasn’t angry, or bitter, or even sad. 
Incredible as it seems, he looked at his friend with love. And I thought to myself: 
‘I wonder if he really meant all that stuff about forgiveness? But if he could forgive his friend for not wanting to know him, what about High Five, who set the police onto him> Surely he couldn’t be forgiven? 
Lord, where have we seen you and passed by on the other side? Be with all today in need of forgiveness, and help us to forgive as well. Lord, in your mercy…


The Trial 
Like I said, you can’t get into a courtroom unless you’re authorised, especially one where the trial’s being held in camera, and on this trial security was pretty tight. But that journalist who’d seen the link between Baseball Cap and his friend was a sharp cookie. Somehow she’d managed to get someone inside to switch on a mobile, and now she was recording it all, ready for a Radio Sheffield newsflash. Once she was convinced I wasn’t a rival reporter, she was pretty good about letting me listen in, which we did from a nearby Starbucks – it really was getting much too cold to hang around outside any longer.

It seemed to be a matter of jurisdiction. The US Government badly wanted to try him, but in spite of the special relationship, it looked like for once we weren’t letting go of our jurisdiction over a British citizen. There was a brief interlude when it turned out that he had European connections and the EU might want him too, but that didn’t last long. It always came back to the US wanting him dead and the UK not being at all keen on the idea. 

There were lots of video conferences with various higher-ups – fortunately all with crystal clear connections, and because of court protocol everyone had to introduce themselves, so with the aid of her wi-fi laptop my journalist contact could be pretty clear who it was saying what. The Americans were charging him with terrorist offences, which seemed to come down to being too friendly with Muslims. The Brits were trying to get him to answer the charges, but all he would say was, ‘That’s your opinion.’ It got pretty frustrating for everyone.
Then the Americans seemed to decide enough was enough. They started to talk in a very meaningful way about knowing who one’s allies were in time of war. The journalist seemed to understand. ‘It’s curtains for your friend,’ she said. ‘You wait and see, any minute now our lot’ll start to talk about the provisions of the Terrorism Act 2006. You may as well get in touch with the undertaker.’

I’ve replayed that conversation in my mind over and over, and I still don’t know how they could come to that decision. I’d be the first one to say national security’s important. I don’t want terrorists to succeed any more than anyone else does. But if an innocent man has to die to make everyone else safe, there’s something wrong with the system. 

As I paid for the journalist’s coffee and left Starbucks, the police came in. They must have had a trace on that mobile. But I took a leaf out of Baseball Cap’s book. I didn’t stay, didn’t try to persuade them that all she was doing was telling the British public what was being done in our name. I didn’t even try to find out the ending of her story, as she had tried to find out the ending of his. I just walked away as fast as I could. I walked right out of the city centre, up towards that great dome of shopping worship in Meadowhall. Then I found myself climbing Wincobank Hill. Somewhere old and green, where human politics didn’t interfere with human kindness; where I didn’t have to think about my own betrayal as well as those I’d seen and heard.
Lord, where have we seen you and passed by on the other side? Be with all politicians today, with and without integrity, and help us not to give up on politics, but to hold our leaders to account. Lord, in your mercy…

The Crucifixion

Then, like a fool, I turned and looked back. And I couldn’t believe my eyes. They’d worked fast while I ran. They’d set up a gallows on one of Sheffield’s seven hills – Park Hill, was it? I couldn’t tell and I didn’t care – no, they’d set up three gallows. Who else had they found to hang? Maybe a paedophile, or an investment banker, or whoever was today’s hate figure. There are always so many people on our little hate lists. I’ve done that myself in the past: compared myself with some unethical character, much to my own advantage. But now I’d become one of the bad guys.
Wincobank Hill didn’t seem to care about my trouble, or that of the bodies hanging over there. It must have seen action as a Roman hill fort; during the miners’ strike folk climbed the hill to gather coal, but all that seemed a long way off too. I wanted to stay there, to forget the imperfections and troubles of humanity in the beauties of nature. But I couldn’t help imagining his slow, painful death. Would anyone be there to see, to protest? Would anyone have supported him, as he had supported others, on that last painful climb up the hill? Would anyone weep for his passing, and how would he react? Would any of his friends have mustered the courage to watch, if only from a distance? Who would claim his body?
But the question to which I returned time after time, like a nagging tooth, was this: would he still want to forgive? Baseball Cap had his forgiveness; I was sure of it, from the glance I’d intercepted by the City Hall. High Five? Could he be forgiven? Deliberate treachery seemed to me so much worse than cowardice; yet he too must have had motives that seemed to him overwhelming. Could forgiveness be powerful enough to encompass even him? In that case, there had to be something divine about it. People just don’t have the strength of will to go on forgiving, go on absorbing violence and hatred without passing it on, go on hoping, go on loving, no matter what. I don’t, anyway. Not without help. And maybe the guy who could welcome a stranger to share the little food he had, who could peel off tattered trainers and massage filthy toes and give his friend new shoes to stand on, maybe he could help me. Maybe he could have helped me, I mean, if I hadn’t just been watching his death throes. But maybe he’d helped me even so, just by being who he was, by letting other people see it was possible.

A birdwatcher came up the hill, looked at me curiously, but didn’t say anything. 
I borrowed his binocs for a moment, and focussed across the valleys onto those three crosses. They’d taken down the bodies. It seemed time for me to go back down too, and face the music. If this stranger had made such a powerful impression on me, through such short acquaintance, maybe he was right after all. Maybe it was possible that one man’s example might show the rest of us how to live, as if forgiveness were possible, as if love were real, as if death weren’t the worst thing that could happen. Maybe I could go back into Sheffield, and ask a few questions about the whereabouts and safety of a certain journalist, not to mention a man with denim headgear and a severe case of fright. After all, it’s what he would have done. I’m sure of it. 
Lord, where have we seen you and passed by on the other side? Be with all today who are dying, and those who mourn. And may your death for us change the way we live for you. Lord, in your mercy…
