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The long silence 

A man had a dream that it was the end of time. Billions and billions of 

people were assembled on a great plain before the throne of God, waiting 

to be judged.  Some were fearful but others were angry. A woman said, 

“How can God judge us? What does he know about suffering?  We 

endured terror, beatings, torture, death.” Then she pulled up her sleeve 

to show a tattooed number from a Nazi concentration camp on her arm. 

Then an African man lowered his collar to show an ugly rope burn around 

his neck. “What about this?” he asked. “Executed for no crime but the 

colour of my skin.”   

Next a small child covered in bruises and disfigured by prolonged abuse 

said, “The constant cruelty and neglect I endured from those who should 

have loved me was beyond, beyond ...” and her voice trailed off to be 

taken up by others who told similar stories.  

All who raised their voices had a complaint against God for the evil and 

suffering he had permitted during their lives on earth. “Clearly he does 

not care,” they said. “He lives a life of privilege in heaven where all is 

sweetness and light, where there is no weeping, no fear, no hunger, no 

hatred. He is completely out of touch with the lot of the dispossessed and 

broken of the world.”   

They decided that God should be sentenced to live on earth — as a man, 

to experience first-hand what he permitted among people. But because he 

was God, they would set certain safeguards to be sure he could not use 

his divine powers to help himself.  

“Let him be born a Jew” they said. “Let the legitimacy of his birth be 

doubted so that no one will know who his real father is. Give him a work 

so difficult that even his family will think he is out of his mind when he 

tries to do it. Let him be betrayed by his dearest friends. Let him be 

arrested on false charges, tried before a prejudiced jury, convicted by a 

cowardly judge.  



At last, let him see what it means to be terribly alone, completely 

abandoned by everyone. Let him be tortured and mocked. Then let him 

die. Let him die so that there can be no doubt he died. Let there be a host 

of witnesses to verify it.”  

As each portion of the sentence was announced, loud murmurs of 

approval went up from the great crowd. However, at the end of 

sentencing, a long silence ensued. No one uttered a word. No one 

moved, for suddenly all knew. God had already served his sentence. 

About the service of Tenebrae 

The service of worship tonight is taken from an early Christian service 

called Tenebrae. The name Tenebrae is the Latin word for ‘darkness’ or 

‘shadows’. Tonight we will experience only a small portion of Christ’s pain 

and suffering the day of his crucifixion. One of the most conspicuous 

features of the service is the gradual extinguishing of candles until only a 

single candle, considered a symbol of our Lord, remains. As it gets darker 

and darker we can reflect on the great emotional and physical pain that 

was very real for Jesus that night. Toward the end of the service, the 

Christ candle is hidden, typifying the apparent victory of the forces of evil 

over good. At the very end, a loud noise is made, symbolising the 

earthquake at the time of his death (Matthew 27) and his resurrection 

(Matthew 28:2). At the moment of the earthquake, the temple veil was 

torn apart, making the Holy of Holies exposed to public view. This is 

understood to represent God's change toward us with direct access to 

him, no longer requiring the ceremonial acts of the priests for our 

forgiveness of sin.  The 

hidden candle is then 

restored to its place, 

symbolising the 

triumph of good over 

evil. By this single light 

we all depart this 

service in silence. 



Prelude O Mensch, bewein' dein' Sunde gross. BWV 622 

        - J S Bach (1685-1750) 

O man thy grievous sin bemoan,  

for which Christ left his Father’s throne, 

from highest Heaven descending. 

Of virgin pure and undefiled 

he here was born, our Saviour mild, 

for sin to make atonement. 

The dead he raised to life again, 

the sick he freed from grief and pain, 

until the time appointed; 

that he for us should give his blood, 

should bear our sins’ o’erwhelming load, 

the shameful Cross enduring. 

Opening Hymn 

––– 1 ––– 

O sacred head, surrounded 

by crown of piercing thorn! 

O bleeding head, so wounded, 

so shamed and put to scorn! 

Death’s pallid hue come o’er thee, 

the glow of life decays; 

yet angel-hosts adore thee, 

and tremble as they gaze. 

 ––– 2 ––– 

Thy comeliness and vigour 

is withered up and gone, 

and in thy wasted figure 

I see death drawing on. 

O agony and dying! 

O love to sinners free! 

Jesu, all grace supplying, 

turn thou thy face on me. 

––– 3 ––– 

In this thy bitter passion, 

good Shepherd, think of me 

with thy most sweet compassion, 

unworthy though I be: 

beneath thy cross abiding 

for ever would I rest, 

in thy dear love confiding, 

and with thy presence blest. 

Paul Gerhardt (1607-1676) tr H W Baker (1821-1877) 

 



Welcome 

(Side and altar lights are off. Church is dark. The lights are very dim and are 

turned off at the beginning of the first Gospel reading.)  

Priest: The Lord be with you  

People: And also with you.  

Priest: Bless the Lord who forgives all our sins.  

People: His mercy endures forever.  

Priest: Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, 

and from whom no secrets are hidden: cleanse the thoughts of 

our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may 

perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your Holy Name; 

through Christ our Lord. Amen.  

Priest: And this is the judgment, that the light has come into this 

world, and we loved darkness rather than light.  

People: God is light, in whom there is no darkness at all.  

Priest: For God sent his Son into the world, not to condemn the 

world, but that the world might be saved through him.  

People: Every one that does evil hates the light, and does not come to 

the light. But all who do what is true, come to the light.  

Priest: Come, let us worship in spirit and truth.  

Silent Prayer  

Priest: Most gracious God, look with mercy upon your family 

gathered here for whom our Lord Jesus Christ was betrayed, 

given into sinful hands, and suffered death upon the cross.  

Strengthen our faith and forgive our betrayals as we enter the 

way of His passion; through Him who lives and reigns with  

you and the Holy Spirit, now and forever. Amen. 

  



Hymn (Please stand to sing) 

––– 1 ––– 

Glory be to Jesus 

who, in bitter pains, 

poured for me the lifeblood 

from his sacred veins. 

 ––– 2 ––– 

Grace and life eternal 

in that blood I find: 

blest be his compassion, 

infinitely kind. 

––– 3 ––– 

Blest, through endless ages, 

be the precious stream 

which, from endless torment, 

did the world redeem. 

 ––– 4 ––– 

There the fainting spirit 

drinks of life her fill; 

there, as in a fountain, 

laves herself at will. 

––– 5 ––– 

Abel's blood for vengeance 

pleaded to the skies, 

but the blood of Jesus 

for our pardon cries. 

 ––– 6 ––– 

Oft as it is sprinkled 

on our guilty hearts 

Satan in confusion 

terror-struck departs. 

––– 7 ––– 

Oft as earth exulting 

wafts its praise on high 

angel hosts rejoicing, 

make their glad reply. 

 ––– 8 ––– 

Lift, then, all your voices, 

swell the mighty flood; 

louder still and louder, 

praise the precious blood. 

‘Viva, viva, Gesù’ (18th Century), tr. Edward Caswall (1814-1878) 

 (All lights except the candles will be turned off)  

Reading: Matthew 26:30-46   

Choir Anthem: In the departure of the Lord, John Bull (1562/63-1628)  

Silence: (during which the first candle is extinguished)  

Reading: Matthew 26:47-56   

Silence: (during which the second candle is extinguished) 



Reading: Matthew 26:57-75   

Choir Anthem: Parce mihi Domine, Morales (c.1500-1153)  

Spare me, for my days are a breath. 

What is man, that you make so much of him, and that you set your heart 

on him, visit him every morning and test him every moment? 

How long will you not look away from me, nor leave me alone till I 

swallow my spit? 

I have sinned, what shall I do for you, you watcher of mankind? 

Why have you made me your mark? 

Why have I become a burden to myself? 

Why do you not pardon my transgression 

and take away my iniquity? 

For now I shall sleep in the dust; 

If you will seek me in the morning, but I shall not be.  (Job 7:16-21) 

Silence: (during which the third candle is extinguished)  

Reading: Matthew 27:1-10   

Silence: (during which the fourth candle is extinguished) 

Reading: Matthew 27:11-26   

Choir Anthem: The Reproaches, John Sanders (1933-2003) 

Silence: (during which the fifth candle is extinguished) 

Reading: Matthew 27:27-44   

Silence: (during which the sixth candle is extinguished) 

Reading: Matthew 27:45-54   

Choir Anthem: Crucifixus, Lotti (1667-1740) 

 He was also crucified for us under Pontius Pilate,  

he suffered and was buried.  

  



Silence: (during which the seventh candle is hidden)  

(Percussionist symbolises the agony of Jesus’ death and the earthquake)  

Reading: Matthew 27:55-61   

Silence: 

Reading: Isaiah 53:4-9 

Priest: May Jesus Christ,  

who for our sake became obedient unto death,  

even death on the cross,  

keep you and strengthen you 

this night and forever more.  

Amen.  

Silence: (during which the seventh candle, symbolising the light of 

Christ, is revealed again)  

The ministers and people depart in silence.  

If you wish, you may remain in contemplative silence and depart when you are 

ready to do so. 

 

 


