
 1 

A Question from the Cross 
A sermon preached at Niles Discovery Church, Fremont, California, 

on Sunday, November 19, 2017, by the Rev. Jeffrey Spencer. 
Scriptures:  Mark 15:21-39 and Psalm 139:1-12 

Copyright © 2017 by Jeffrey S. Spencer 
 

 “Why, Pastor Jeff?  Why?”  She didn’t usually call me “Pastor Jeff.”  Typically, I was 
simply “Jeff.”  But her child, not yet in kindergarten, was in the local Children’s Hospital 
having just been diagnosed with Type 1 Diabetes.  “Why did God do this to my son?” she 
asked me. 

 I don’t remember ever feeling so inadequate to the calling. 

 At a theological level, I didn’t (and don’t) believe God gave her child diabetes.  At a 
medical level, I knew there was something strange going on with her family’s autoimmune 
system.  Both of her boys – this youngster and her eldest child – had Crohn’s disease.  And 
her adult brother had recently gone through a Guillain-Barré crisis. 

 But her question wasn’t a medical one, nor was it a theological one.  Her question 
was a lament from the cross:  “My God, my God, why have your forsaken me?”  And I didn’t 
know what to say. 

 These words from today’s gospel lesson have echoed in my mind and heart as news 
of the earthquake along the Iran/Iraq border broke.  I imagine similar cries were made this 
week in Greece and Sri Lanka, just as they were made in Texas, Florida, Puerto Rico, and 
across the Caribbean.  My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 

 According to Matthew and Mark, this question is the final thing Jesus said before he 
died.  A question is the final thing Jesus said before he died.  “And yet, the question Jesus 
asks on the cross is different from all his other questions.  It isn’t a rhetorical question or a 
teaching tool.  It is not offered for the benefit of Jesus’ hearers.  Rather, it is an agonizing 
question that is difficult to hear.  This question stands alone, which is appropriate because 
it is itself an expression of isolation:  ‘My God, my God, why have your forsaken me?’  This 
question is raw and threatening, like an open wound.  It sounds like an expression of 
despair, of hopelessness, of doubt even, which, of course, is just what it is.  And it hangs in 
the air unanswered. 

 “We are never very good at letting those whom we admire be fully human, shed 
human tears, or express human agony.  And when the one we hear expressing despair is 
Jesus, it is not just our view of him that can be shaken but also our view of God and our 
view of ourselves.  If Jesus doubts, even for a moment, it can seem like enough to scatter 
our light and fragile faith.”1 

 Even without this moment recorded in the Gospels, feelings of injustice, deep hurt, 
the seeming absence of God in our own lives is a threat to our faith.  And there on the cross, 
when Jesus is experiencing true injustice, excruciating pain, and deep loneliness, he does 
not reassure us with a statement of faith.  He does not reassure himself or us by quoting 

                                                      
1 Martin B. Copenhaver, Jesus Is the Question (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2014), 109-110. 
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Psalm 139, “If I ascend to heaven, you [God] are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, [the world 
of the dead,] you are there.”2  No, he quotes Psalm 22.  He quotes the first verse of Psalm 22. 

 Psalm 22 is called a Psalm of lament.  There is a whole genre of biblical literature 
called “lament.”  There’s a whole book of the Hebrew Bible that is call “Lamentations.”  
About a third of the Psalms fall into this genre.  Martin Copenhaver claims that there are 
more prayers of lament in the Bible than there are prayers of praise.3 

 Psalms of lament typically follow a standard pattern.  They start with an expression 
of grief and consternation – typically a complaint that God isn’t doing God’s job (or at least 
not going what the lamenter thinks is God’s job).  There is usually some sort of “Get with it, 
God,” message in there, too.  Then the lament turns to a plea for God’s help.  And finally, it 
ends with an expression of affirmation and trust, often including a reminder – probably 
there to remind the one lamenting more than to remind anyone else – of how God has been 
faithful in the past. 

 “One might summarize the movements of a lament in this way:  First, ‘God, you are 
not doing your job.’  Second, ‘God, you need to do your job.’  Third, ‘I am confident you will 
do your job because you have in the past.’”4 

 Commentators have suggested that Jesus must have known this pattern of lament, 
as would have those reading the gospels.  They might say that while Jesus only quotes the 
beginning of the Psalm, he knows how it ends; “God did not despise or detest the suffering 
of the one who suffered – God did not hide God’s face from me.  No, God listened when I 
cried out for help.”5 

 These commentators suggest that Jesus didn’t need to quote the rest of the Psalm.  
He knew where it was headed, as do we.  So the line that is quoted isn’t quite such a cry of 
abandonment, it isn’t quite such an expression of desolation as it first seems. 

 Others say that, even though this is a cry of desolation, it is still a cry of faith:  “My 
God, my God.”  “Jewish author Elie Wiesel, who as a boy was imprisoned in the 
concentration camp at Auschwitz, [told] a story that reflects some of this same dynamic: 

 ‘Inside the kingdom of night I witnessed a strange trial.  Three rabbis, all erudite and 
pious men, decided one winter evening to indict God for having allowed his children to be 
massacred.  An awesome conclave, particularly in view of the fact that it was held in a 
concentration camp.  But what happened next is to me even more awesome still.  After the 
trial at which God had been found guilty as charged, one of the rabbis looked at the watch 
which he had somehow managed to preserve in the kingdom of night and said, “Ah, it is 
time for prayers.”  And with that the three rabbis, all erudite and pious men, all bowed their 
heads and prayed.’ 

 “Perhaps the words of the persecuted Jesus may be viewed in the same way.  The 
God who has been found guilty of absence remains a God to be approached through prayer.  

                                                      
2 Psalm 139:8 
3 Copenhaver, op. cit., 111. 
4 Ibid, 112. 
5 Psalm 22:24, inclusive language mine. 
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The God who is absent is still ‘My God, my God.’  In moments of agony that is sometimes the 
closest we can come to a statement of faith.”6 

 These interpretations may be helpful, but they are, I think, also potentially 
dangerous.  If they take away the sting of Jesus’ words, if they soften the depth of his 
anguish, his pain, his sense of abandonment and desolation, they do us a disservice.  “[A]s 
difficult as it may be to let these words stand as stark and threatening as they sound, it is 
only when we do so that we can receive their true blessing.”7 

 “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  This is “the question of those who 
wonder how it is that circumstances seem to conspire against them and who begin to 
conclude that God is in on the conspiracy.”8  It is the question of the father in the waiting 
room at Children’s Hospital.  It is the question of the mother clutching her child crushed by 
a building that falls in an earthquake.  It is the question of each one of us when we feel 
abandoned. 

 Martin Coperhaven points out, “No one feels so alone as the one who feels deserted 
by God.  And note the cruel irony that the absence of God is only a problem for the believer.  
Furthermore, the greater one’s faith, the greater the potential for disillusionment when 
that faith is directed toward a God who seems to have left without a trace.  It is the one who 
rejoices most in God’s presence who is the most bereft when God is gone.  By this measure, 
could anyone have felt so deserted, so alone, all, all alone, as Jesus on the cross? 

 “‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’  It is difficult to let that question 
stand, raw and not explained away, yet there are gracious benefits in doing just that.”9  This 
question, more than any other he asked, shows us how truly human Jesus was.  It is a 
question that reminds me that Jesus has walked in the same darkness as me.  It is a 
question that reminds me that Jesus experienced as deep a hopelessness as I might feel, 
and that gives me hope. 

Amen. 

                                                      
6 Copenhaver, op. cit., 113, quoting Robert McAfee Brown quoting Elie Wiesel in Elie Wiesel: Messenger to All 
Humanity (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 154. 
7 Ibid, 114. 
8 Ibid, 115. 
9 Ibid. 


