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Sermon  Good Friday 2018    

 My sister attends a very large Methodist church in downtown Minneapolis – 

Hennepin Avenue ME. They even have their own art gallery! They held their Coffee Hour in 

there one Sunday when I was visiting and I looked down and there on a small table was the 

sculpture you can see on the inside of the cover of your program – “Returning the Nails.”  

 The sculptor is Tim Holmes. His explanation for the work is quite logical. 

 “In the Middle East a couple of millennia ago, more valuable than even gold was 

iron, the metal of war. Even the smelting of it was a tightly controlled secret. It is not 

unthinkable to suppose that, according to the government of the time, nobody got free iron 

nails. Not even the ones used to nail your son to the cross.”  

 Nails were so valuable they had to keep track of them.  As Jesus’ body was removed 

from the cross, the nails they used were undoubtedly salvaged and returned to the 

nameless craftsman who hammered them in. 

 I look at this sculpture of the man who returned them. Was he a family member? Did 

he even know these nails were just removed from a human body? A human body that just a 

couple of hours ago had suffered great pain? Was he there? I see the arm of this person 

stretched out – “Here! Take them!” His outstretched arm gives fresh meaning to the term, 

“keeping at arms length,” doesn’t it? 

 I think most of us probably feel the same way about pain, don’t we? Keep it at arms 

length. 

 Let’s face it, Good Friday may be when Jesus died, but for most of us he did it very 

neatly.  As if in a painting, with a noble, patient look on his face. We don’t want to think 

about the actuality of a crucifixion. We don’t deal very well with that stuff. We don’t want to 

think about a body that has been broken by beating and bloodied by whipping.  

He couldn’t carry his cross.  He was already half dead. Then he was nailed to the 

cross and left to hang there until he died from asphyxiation, until he couldn’t support 

himself on the nail through his feet and the weight of his body was too much for his internal 

organs and his heart was crushed. That’s how people died from crucifixion. That’s why they 

broke the thieves’ legs – so they couldn’t fight the weight of their bodies any longer and 

died sooner. Jesus appeared to be already dead, so all they had to do was spear him just to 

make sure. 

 This was definitely a horrible way to die. So why did it have to happen?   
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 Well, let’s take a step back. Why did Jesus come to be among us at all? Dr. Jason 

Vickers is a theologian who sees Jesus’ life, death and resurrection as bridging our human 

separation from God. With Jesus, he says, “God does more than make a cameo appearance 

in human history. Christ coming to live among us “is the most intimate joining of God and 

creation. God then knows what it’s like to be a finite creature, to be dependent, what it is to 

be a human — to not be God.” 

Dr. Cynthia Rigby, a Presbyterian theologian, says that God in Christ endured 

everything to show love. It always comes down to love, doesn’t it? And it should. We need 

to have it come down to love. The Crucifixion is the culmination of Jesus’ love for us. She 

says, “Although Jesus was free from sin, he undeniably experienced the wages of sin 

firsthand — the feelings of abandonment, the pain of violence, the chill of death. 

It’s not only that God walks in our shoes, but God takes our shoes and goes into places 

where we couldn’t walk without being destroyed and takes on even that which would 

annihilate us.” 

Rigby offers that perhaps the greatest comfort of the cross is the knowledge that 

there is no sorrow, pain or despair humans can undergo that God does not know and walk 

through with us. And because of the Resurrection, we know that sorrow and death do not 

have the last word. 

The man returning the nails? I think he was there. And so we are there too.  
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