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We are surrounded by death. Every day on the news we’ve been watching these last nearly three months as the death toll around the world from COVID-19 has grown: at one point 1000 per day in Italy; now the US has taken over with 1500 people dying in a single day from COVID-19. It’s easy to become inured to death when rendered as statistics. But as the governor of New York said in a press conference, behind each death is a grieving family because someone who is much loved has died, and many of those who have died have died utterly alone in an ICU, their suffering witnessed only by exhausted medical staff. To make matters worse: because of the number of dead, the crematoria have been operating 24/7 to try to keep up – no time for loved ones to hold the deceased, no cultural rituals of washing the body to prepare it for burial, no viewing, no funeral at which eulogies celebrating the person’s life can be offered. It’s like war; it’s human suffering on a wide scale. Where is God in the midst of this? On this day when we sit in silence having heard again the Son of God taking his last rasping breath on the cross after a path of suffering, where is God?
Where is God in this time when we are distant from one another? When touch is interrupted, wrested away by threat and fear and death? Many clergy have debated whether we should even look towards Easter right now, or save Easter for when we come out of the social distancing – because right now it really does feel like we are sitting outside the tomb with the women who saw where the body of Jesus was laid, or maybe even like we are in the tomb with the stone rolled over the entrance, unable like Lazarus to go out. I think now more than ever we need Easter, the hope of resurrection life. But before we go there, we first need to pause in this uncomfortable, liminal place, this place of sorrow and death. 
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Michelangelo’s Pieta: touch interrupted: the mother holds the broken body of her Son cradled on her lap. She is looking down in grief, as if she is pondering in her broken heart the truth Simeon predicted when Jesus was presented in the temple: a sword would pierce her own heart too. But there’s a message too: her left hand is open in a gesture which could be despair as much as an invitation to the onlooker: See? This was for you. What do you make of it? For she held him once, who is Emmanuel, cradled at her breast – the God who came in human flesh to touch and be touched, to live and experience life, and who suffered and knew mortality. 
In one way it feels as if that touch has been interrupted. Yet we know that is not the case. God on the cross, God in death is still God:

Botticelli’s Holy Trinity: The Spirit hovers between the Father who holds up the weight of the cross on which the Son is dying. 
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I love Botticelli’s profoundly theological reflection: when Jesus suffered and died, God suffered and died – God’s touch with creation wasn’t severed, because God’s nature is consistent and unchanging. And giving Godself for the life of all that is is part of who God is. Sometimes we talk about the purpose for the incarnation being that Jesus could come and suffer and die to take away the sin of the world. But a broader theology suggests incarnation is not primarily about suffering and death, but about the redemption of all that is: God touching all that is and in touching becoming one with it and transforming it, even death itself.
The Orthodox Icon of the Resurrection or the Harrowing of Hell:
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Even in death the touch of God continues; and death couldn’t hold the one who is irrepressible life. All that was broken was mended: this icon depicts the setting free of the patriarchs and prophets, and the raising up of Adam and Eve by the hand – touch which draws the other after, signifying ending of the power of death and the restoration of all creation. It embodies the hope of everlasting life, a symbol of hope in the darkness.
So what does all of this mean for us at this time, on this very strange Good Friday? On this day where we can’t come and touch the cross, can’t touch each other, can’t physically walk the Way of the Cross, or share hot cross buns, or weep together over our sins and our pride as we contemplate the extraordinary love and mercy of God? On this day when we feel mostly the touch of death and the silence of a tomb? 
If God’s touch reaches through death itself, then we are not alone. Even the silence, the absence, is a kind of presence: the still small voice, the waiting itself the presence of the one for whom we wait. Jesus touches our humanity and doesn’t let go. We don’t worship a distant God who is impassive and indifferent to the suffering of creation. We have a God who so loves the world that all is embraced, that in Jesus Christ God engages with all that is, even the cruelty of small minded bullies, ritualistic murder of the innocent, the horrible waiting game of being out of control and not knowing, the vulnerability of isolation and being utterly alone and abandoned, death itself. And the good news is that death and the silence of the tomb isn’t the end of the story but looks forward to the light and life of Easter new life. This is redemption: we remain held in God’s hands; God’s touch is always with us. And now, more than ever before, in this time when we are distant from each other, we are invited to open our hearts and lives to God’s loving, gentle touch, to the presence of Jesus for whom no closed door, no social distancing presents a problem. When we look to the cross, when we contemplate with great solemnity the death of Jesus, let us look to him as the one whose touch is always with us. And let us pray with him, wait with him, for new life to surge and transform us. Amen.
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