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Matthew 27: 32-61 
 
 On the first weekend of October, way back in 1977—along with a few hundred 
other folks—I participated in the re-creation of what is known as a medieval “mystery 
cycle”: a sequence of Biblically based plays which, in this case, date from at least the 
14th century.  Known as the “York cycle”—named for the English city from which this 
particular cycle originated—this “mystery cycle” consists of 47 different playlets which 
trace the Biblical story from its very beginnings at Creation, right through to the Last 
Judgment.  Re-staged, in 1977, on the campus of the University of Toronto—under the 
supervision of a scholar of medieval literature and theatrei—the plays were performed at 
three different outdoor stations, making use of a handful of small mobile platforms that 
moved from station to station and then returned to the “home” station to be readied for 
the next play for which that particular platform was designated.  It was quite the 
operation, made all the more unforgettable by weather conditions that had many of us 
wondering when the real Noah would show up with the Ark.  But I digress. 

 
 The reason I was involved in that production is that I had just enrolled, the 
previous month, in the master’s degree programme offered by the University’s Drama 
Centre.ii  As part of that year’s initiation of entering students to the programme, we were 
assigned to produce and perform two of those 47 plays: not unlike the way in which 
medieval guilds were assigned particular plays when the cycle would have been 
performed in the 14th century.  The first of those two plays—performed on Day #1—was 
the Annunciation; I remember being decked out as Gabriel, summoned to bring the 
good news to Mary.  The second of those plays—performed on Day #2—was the 
Harrowing of Hell: a traditional part of the Medieval Mystery cycles in which Christ, 
having endured the horror of Good Friday, is depicted as storming the gates of hell on 
Holy Saturday, to set the captives free. Unlike the previous day’s performance—when I 
had most certainly not been type cast as an Archangel—I certainly was typecast in this 
second production: playing the role of Moses, holding the tablets of the ten 
commandments in my arms, patiently awaiting the arrival of the Messiah to set me, and 
the other captives, free from the hellish prison in which we had been held.   

 
 In short, that was likely my first—unforgettable—introduction to what is still 
known as the Harrowing of Hell: perhaps explaining why I feel a certain attachment to 
this particular “plank” in the Apostle’s Creed: why it is that I am constitutionally 
incapable of simply lumping it in with the Creed’s previous assertion, that he was 
“crucified, died and was buried.”  No!  Despite the many questions that surround the 
Creed’s subsequent statement—that “he descended to the dead”—I remain convinced 
that we must not race past those weighty words.  Here as with every other statement in 
the Creed, attention must be paid!  However! 

 



***** 
 

 That “attention must be paid” does not negate the fact that there really are a host 
of issues and questions which attach themselves at this particular way-station in our 
journey with the Apostle’s Creed.  For starters, go no further than the fact that I am 
needing to address the “he descended to the dead” on the wrong day, an inevitable 
challenge given that it is rare indeed for United Church congregations to gather for 
worship on Holy Saturday!  Had COVID-19 not struck us—had this Good Friday service 
gone ahead as initially planned—the awkwardness of offering a “Holy Saturday” 
reflection on “Good Friday” would have been made all the more awkward by the fact 
that we would have been welcoming into our midst, this morning, friends from Brechin 
and St. Andrew’s.  (Despite that awkwardness, it makes me very sad to have had no 
choice but to cancel an all too rare opportunity for our three United Church 
congregations to worship together; one more painful reminder of the many disruptions—
large and small—that COVID-19 has brought into our lives.). At any rate: part of the 
awkwardness I face this morning, is that of having offered what was, in effect, a “Good 
Friday” sermon on Passion Sunday, giving me the opening to preach a “Holy Saturday” 
sermon on “Good Friday”.  It’s awkward...but not an insurmountable challenge! 

 
 More vexing, I think, is the fact that the “basis”—both the creedal basis and the 
scriptural basis—for the Harrowing of Hell is somewhat tentative: some folks going so 
far as to insist that its basis is not only tentative but non-existent!  In terms of creedal 
support, the Nicene Creed—the other creed with almost universal support within the 
Church universal—makes no mention (none whatsoever!) of the descent to the dead, 
moving directly from his death and burial to the good news of Easter...with not so much 
as a whisper about any additional step in between.  Nor is the scriptural support strong, 
especially if you are looking for a clear-cut scriptural mandate for this teaching.  Last 
Sunday, in attempting to show a scriptural foundation for the belief that Christ’s death 
was an atoning death, I had no difficulty finding an impressive body of texts with which 
to work; the challenge was choosing which ones to reference and which ones to omit!  
By contrast—in terms of a clear-cut scriptural mandate for the notion that Christ 
harrowed hell—there is but one text available: one brief line from 1st Peter in which, 
having been assured that Christ suffered once for sins, the righteous for the 
unrighteous..., we are then assured that he subsequently went and preached to the 
spirits in prison, because they formerly did not obey...iii While I intend to challenge the 
belief that this is the only scriptural hook on which to hang this particular doctrinal hat, it 
must be conceded that it is the only direct scriptural testimony to the belief that Christ 
descended to the dead.  No wonder, then, it is a teaching that is sometimes explicitly 
rejected by theologians, generally on the more fundamentalist end of the Protestant 
spectrum.iv  That having been said! 

 
 Within a United Church of Canada context—last time I checked a denomination 
that is most definitely not to be found on the fundamentalist end of the Protestant 
spectrum!—the real issue may revolve around the whole notion of hell...which is not a 
theme on which we like to dwell.  Indeed!  Of the three great enemies Christ is said to 
overcome through his passion—namely, “death, the devil and the gates of hell”—the 



only one I have yet to hear a United Church person attempt to demythologize is “death”, 
with many of us only too happy to relegate both “hell” and “the devil” to the realms of 
ancient superstition.  While I am more than happy—this morning—to leave the devil on 
the edit-room floor, any self-respecting reflection on “the harrowing of hell” has no real 
alternative but to consider what it might mean to say that Christ “descended to the 
dead”...or as many older translations of the Apostle’s Creed no less accurately phrased 
it: “he descended to hell”.  What pray tell...what pray tell might any of that mean? 

 
***** 

 
 Well.  Having promised you a sermon more fit for Holy Saturday than for Good 
Friday, you may be surprised by my next contention, namely that Jesus—as he hung on 
the Cross—had a very definite experience of hell: one that took place specifically on 
Good Friday.  Indeed: I would go further and maintain not only that he underwent an 
experience of hell, but that he gave classic expression to that experience.   

 
 I am referring, of course, to what is sometimes known as “the cry of dereliction”: 
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?...why have you abandoned me?”.  That 
saying, found only in Mark’s and Matthew’s depiction of Christ’s deathv, is traditionally 
numbered as the fourth of Christ’s seven words from the Cross: situated at the very 
centre, the very mid-point, of reflections on “the seven last words”.  Intriguingly, the 
other six words come either from Luke’s Gospel or from John’s: neither of whom were 
able to bring themselves to report these most disturbing of words: “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?...why have you abandoned me?”  And, of course... 

 
  ...of course it is possible to soften the full impact of those words—words 
drawn from the opening verse of the 22nd Psalm—by recalling the robustly hopeful way 
in which that psalm draws to its conclusion.  While that is most certainly true and ought 
not to be forgotten, it remains the case that there are no shortage of hopeful psalms 
found in our psalter!  Only one psalm, however, begins with that cry of dereliction: that 
cry from the heart that comes so dangerously close to representing a cry of despair!  
“My God, my God: why have you forsaken me...why have you abandoned me?”: a cry 
that brings back powerful memories of a sermon I heard many years ago, preached by 
the American theologian Gabriel Fackre.  In that sermon Fackre was trying to illustrate 
the meaning of “the Fall”...and did so by imagining humanity at the dawn of time: in a 
circle, holding hands one human being with another, with God the Creator situated at 
the very centre of that circle.  Fackre continued by suggesting that what humanity 
chooses to do (as powerfully depicted in the story of Adam, Eve and the serpent) is to 
perform a 180 degree turn, letting go of one another’s hands and turning backs on 
God...who remains in the centre of the circle but is no longer visible now that backs 
have turned the other way. And yes: having turned away from the Creator, our 
forebears also managed to let go of the hands of their sisters and brothers.  Loss of true 
intimacy with God, you see, guarantees loss of true intimacy with one another and, as 
we have come to discover, loss of true intimacy with the earth. 

 



 My point is simply this.  The experience of abandonment...the experience of 
being nakedly on one’s own...is precisely the experience that most fully defines the 
outer-limits of the hell we human beings have chosen for ourselves, whether you define 
that in terms of the life of this world or the life that awaits us beyond this world. And so 
yes: when Jesus—having been betrayed by one of his disciples and then abandoned by 
the others, finds himself turned over to a hostile council of his own people and then 
subsequently handed over to the uncomprehending authority of the representative of an 
occupying foreign empire—he surely realizes that he has been abandoned by every 
conceivable source of human help.  And so he turns to God...the God he sought to 
follow with such “singleness of heart and mind”vi, only to discover the vast silence so 
many of us experience when we turn to God in our times of distress: giving voice to the 
awful possibility with which we too have wrestled: “My God, my God...why have you 
forsaken me?...why have you abandoned me?”  With all due respect to Nikos 
Kazantzakis—whose Last Temptation of Christ argues that Jesus’ final temptation 
would have consisted in getting down from the Cross to wed Mary Magdalene in order 
to lead with her a perfectly ordinary middle-class lifevii—I believe that Christ’s last 
temptation rests precisely here: with this cry of dereliction!  A cry from the heart 
expressing not only the fear that God had abandoned him, but that he himself had 
gotten it all wrong: that he had misconstrued his vocation...that he had risked it all in a 
horribly misconceived wager that he had heard the voice of God. And now, as he 
neared his end—when it was too late to change course—that very real but 
inconceivably awful possibility began to see the light of day.  That it had all been a 
terrible mistake...founded on a ghastly misunderstanding, founded on a lie.  Now the 
only thing awaiting him was death...and the grave.  “My God, my God...why have you 
forsaken me?...why have you abandoned me?” 

 
***** 

 
 I am reminded...reminded of an ancient saying attributed to a number of the 
Church Fathers: their insistence that “what has not been assumed has not been 
healed.”viii  The point of that somewhat obscure—but extraordinarily powerful saying—is 
that God-in-Christ, in and through the incarnation (in and through the Word having been 
made flesh), brings healing to every dimension of what it means to be human.  Although 
that is a truth that needs to be applied with a wee bit of caution, especially in light of 
scripture’s equally clear conviction that Christ, though tempted as are we, differs from 
us in that he did not succumb to temptation, did not sin... 

 
  ...I remain unable to see how Jesus can be said to have fully participated 
in our humanity, if he never experienced the sense of radical aloneness—radical 
abandonment—that is surely a significant part of what it means to be a human being in 
the midst of a fallen world.  And yes: trust me!  That sense of abandonment...of being 
thrown nakedly back on one’s own resources...without any one to whom to turn, left all 
alone with one’s raging doubts and nagging regrets about things that can no longer be 
changed or mended: surely that experience, extended indefinitely in time, extended 
infinitely in time...captures what hell must be like.  And so yes, at least in that very 
specific sense, I don’t see how it can be doubted that Christ, as he hung on the Cross, 



as he offered his heart-cry in a loud voice, did—in truth—experience something of the 
hell humanity has managed to choose for itself, in our stubbornness and pride.  And 
frankly, also impossible to believe that his willingness to experience even that aspect of 
our humanity...his willingness to descend to the depths with us...does not also mark the 
start of healing even for that seemingly unbendable aspect of what it means to be 
human: our stubborn, persistent pride.  “What has not been assumed has not been 
healed!”  On the Cross of Jesus Christ, even our hell has been assumed.  That much 
surely is impossible to deny; but might we say more?  Did Christ not only suffer a 
“hellish” moment on the Cross?  Did he also then stage an invasion of hell? 

 
 It is here, of course...right at this juncture...that the strange notion of hell’s 
harrowing comes into play.  An ancient Christian sermon, leaning heavily on 1st Peter’s 
insistence that Christ went and preached to the spirits in prison, because they formerly 
did not obey... 
  ...an ancient Christian sermonix—unattributed but likely dating back to the 
second Christian century—movingly speaks of the strangeness of a Saturday which 
(coming immediately on the heels of a Friday like no other) turns out to be a Saturday 
like no other! 

 
 “Something strange is happening...”  (Eighteen centuries ago they found all of 
this no less strange than do we!).  “Something strange is happening—there is a great 
silence on earth today, a great silence and stillness.  The whole earth keeps silence 
because the King is asleep.  The earth trembled and is still because God has fallen 
asleep in the flesh and he has raised up all who have slept ever since the world began.  
God has died in the flesh and hell trembles with fear.” 

 
 Why?  Why does hell tremble with fear?  The sermon continues. 

 
 “He has gone to search for our first parent, as for a lost sheep.  Greatly desiring 
to visit those who live in darkness and in the shadow of death, he has gone to free from 
sorrow the captives Adam and Eve, he who is both God and the son of Eve.  The Lord 
approached them bearing the cross, the weapon that had won him the victory.  At the 
sight of him Adam, the first man he had created, struck his breast in terror and cried out 
to everyone: “My Lord be with you all.”  Christ answered him: And with your spirit.”  He 
took him by the hand and raised him up, saying,: “Awake, O sleeper, and rise from the 
dead, and Christ will give you light.” 
 
 “I am your God...” this ancient preacher continues! “I am your God, who for your 
sake have become your son.  Out of love for you and for your descendants I now by my 
own authority command all who are held in bondage to come forth, all who are in 
darkness to be enlightened, all who are sleeping to arise. I order you, O sleeper to 
awake.  I did not create you to be held a prisoner in hell.  Rise from the dead, for I am 
the life of the dead.”  

 
 And I realize...I realize full well that one lonely verse from 1st Peter may appear to 
be an awfully thin reed on which to base such an exuberant hope for hell’s harrowing: 



the hope that in and through the love of God, all things shall be well, all manner of 
things shall be well.  But that is the juncture at which I have no choice but to insist that 
there is a far firmer scriptural foundation for this particular hope: the hope that even the 
gates of hell will not, at the end of time, be able to prevail against the love of God.  Is it 
not the case that the 139th Psalm—when it is plaintively heard to ask—where shall I go 
from your Spirit?  Or where shall I flee from your presence—has no choice but to 
answer its own question by insisting: If I ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my 
bed in the underworld, you are there!x Is it not also the case that the very first chapter of 
Revelation, when Christ describes himself not only as “the Alpha and the Omega, the 
first and the last, and the living one” but also as the one who holds “the keys of Death 
and Hell”xi...is it not the case that we are thereby reminded that with God “all things are 
possible”xii.  And yes...are we entitled—even on so sombre occasion as this grim 
Friday... 
  ...are we entitled to pretend that we have never heard the stirring words 
with which Paul ends what may well be his most exuberant declaration of the Gospel?: 
For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor 
things to come, nor power, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.xiii  Trust me friends!  If 
you are looking for a basis on which to establish your belief in—your trust in—the 
harrowing of hell, look no further than those passionate words, those words expressive 
of a hope beyond hope, a hope given life through the Christ-struck lips of the Apostle! 

 
***** 

 
 Well, there you have it: a reflection that perfectly captures why it is so dangerous 
for the preacher to race ahead and offer a Holy Saturday message one day ahead of 
schedule: although, to be fair, such a message may (if nothing else) help to explain why 
we persist in calling it “Good” Friday rather than say, “bleak” Friday or “nightmare” 
Friday.   But permit me, as I bring these thoughts to a close...permit me to offer an 
apology to those who came here looking for something a tad more sombre and 
depressing.  Perhaps it is a weakness in me, but I find myself constitutionally incapable 
of preaching doom and gloom: even on this very gloomy Friday.  Indeed: whatever else 
COVID-19 has served to teach, it has most certainly reminded me that human life is 
difficult and challenging and surprisingly fragile; I am no more prepared to leave you 
with a despairing word—even on Good Friday—than I, myself, would wish to be left with 
such a word.  And the thing is... 

 
 Whatever else it means to view Good Friday through the lens provided by Holy 
Saturday, surely it constitutes a reminder that the advent of Jesus Christ...his birth, his 
life, his death, his triumph over death...represents a “rescue operation” from start to 
finish and yes: represents a “profound victory” from start to finish.  When the Nicene 
Creed describes his birth as having taken place “for us and for our salvation”...when it 
proceeds to claim that his passion and death took place “for our sake”, it is making a 
claim we dare not overlook.  Without denying that this day is fit for our tears, without 
denying that the events that took place in the betrayal, the arrest, the trials and the 



execution of the man Jesus represent humanity at its very worst, surely we dare not 
lose sight of the core Christian claim, namely... 

 
  ...namely that the God who chose to endure our worst, did so with the 
expectation (nay, with the assurance!) that He could thereby work for our highest good: 
so that in the end we, ourselves, might live with the assurance that—in life, in death, in 
life beyond deathxiv—we have not been sentenced to an unending existence apart from 
God.  The good news that while we can most certainly run from God...that we most 
certainly can hide from God...that God’s love made known in Christ will never run away 
from us...will never give up on us.  Not now...not for all eternity. 

 
 May the name of our God be praised!  This day...and forever more!  Thanks be to 
God! 
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