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     “Were You There?”  
 
April 10, 2022  (3-6)                                                                 Rev. Kimberly Heath 
Luke 19:35-40; Matthew 7: 13-14 NRSV                  Wall Street United Church 

 
 
 

Today is Palm Sunday. It’s the beginning of Holy Week, the beginning of 
Jesus’ walk to and through the cross.  

 
It’s a funny day of mixed emotions. Jesus is at the height of his 

popularity. He rides into Jerusalem on a colt, not hiding from the public or 
the crowds but as the very centre and star of the parade. The crowds cheer 
and wave palm branches, they declare him to be the Chosen One, the one 
to redeem Israel, and they worship and bless him.  

 
Yet we know and he knows that this is not such a cheerful and 

celebrative occasion as the crowds make it out to be. This is the same 
week that Jesus will eat his last supper with his disciples in an upper room, 
where he the teacher and master will kneel down in humility to wash his 
students’ feet. This is the same week one of his own followers will betray 
him into the hands of the religious authorities. This is the same week they 
will go to the garden to pray and sing hymns and to pray some more. Jesus 
will pray that the cup of suffering might be taken away from him — that he 
might be spared the pain and the agony of the next day we call “Good 
Friday”. And it is the same week of his arrest, torture and brutal public 
humiliation and execution.  

 
Can you imagine the feelings he must have had as he rode into 

Jerusalem and towards the pain of the cross? 
 

      Truly human, Jesus did not want to suffer. It’s funny, it seems like the 
thing that most defines us as humans is that we suffer and that we try so 
hard not to. From the cradle to the grave we are such fragile creatures: 
fragile in body, mind and spirit.  

 
Anne Lamott, who is a novelist and non-fiction writer I admire put a little 

post on Facebook on the occasion of her turning 68. She reflects on how 
hard life is:  

“By 68,” she says, “you have seen dear friends literally ravaged by 
cancer, lost children, unspeakable losses. The midterms are coming up. My 
mind is slipping. My dog died. Really,” she writes, “to use the theological 
terms, it is just too frigging much.”   

She goes on a little but talks about the grace of friends.  
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“By 68, you know that the whole system of our lives works because we 
are not all nuts on the same day. You call someone and tell them that you 
hate everyone and all of life, and they will be glad you called. They felt that 
way three days ago and you helped them pull out of it by making them 
laugh or share a cup of tea. You took them for a walk, or to Target.” 

 
It’s all too frigging much. It’s so very true. We feel that fragility of life in 

our community this week as we mourn the sudden death of Patricia 
Connolly who was a much loved and devoted member of this church — 
particularly the Celebrate Life service. (She was not a morning person!) 

 
There is so much heaviness in our lives and in the world and figuring out 

how to deal with it is hard. Our very human response is to run from it. We 
spend a lot of time trying to deny and avoid the reality of the pain.  

 
There’s a whole movement called “Manifesting”. It’s not new, but the 

movement got fresh energy with the pandemic. Manifesting is the power-of-
positive-thinking on steroids. The idea is that you think about the positive 
outcome you want and send those vibes into the universe and it will come 
true for you. You have to eliminate the negative thoughts, the negative              
self-talk and embrace the positive. The idea is that as you dream it, as you 
imagine it — whether it’s more money or a relationship or a perfect job or 
house — you bring it into reality. Oprah is big into this — if you remember 
the huge best-selling book The Secret, that was also all about this. In other 
words, if your life seems bad, then spend your time imagining and writing 
over and over the better one you want.  
 
      While human nature wants us to run from pain, and put on a happy 
face, Jesus deliberately moves towards pain and suffering.  

 
Richard Rohr, the theologian says “The cross was Jesus’ voluntary 

acceptance of undeserved suffering as an act of total solidarity with the 
pain of the world. Reflecting on this mystery of love can change our lives.” 

 
We are called, like Jesus, to go into places of pain.  
 
     On Friday at the ecumenical service here, we will sing the song “Were 
you there when they crucified my Lord?”  It is not meant literally, obviously 
not one of us was there when Jesus died, but in a deeper way we can say 
yes. I understand the meaning of that in two ways.  
 
 The first is, were you willing to be there and stay with Jesus to be with 



3 
 

him in his pain and suffering? Were you able to set aside your own fears — 
fear of what others would think, fear of seeing that suffering, fear that you 
might end up, just by being close, having to suffer yourself ? Are you willing 
to enter into not just the victory and the glory of Jesus but the pain and 
suffering of Jesus on a cross? It’s a haunting question — were you there? 
Are you willing to be there and go there?  
 
 The second meaning is maybe even harder, were you there as someone 
who helped to put him there? Are you willing to look into your own life, your 
own faults to see how your sins, your resentments and pain inflicted on 
others, on you and on God played a part in sending an innocent man to a 
cross?  

 
      I think of these words “Were You There” when it comes to healing the 
sins of Canada’s past. People often get offended at the notion that those of 
us living today have anything to do with Colonialism and the incredible 
abuse and mistreatment of Indigenous Peoples. Again, of course we were 
not there — very few people alive today physically took part in that system 
of abuse and cultural genocide. But in that deeper way we can ask the 
same question. Were you there? Are you willing to turn your face towards 
and truly see and hear the pain of real people and the treatment they 
received and still sometimes receive? Were you there? Are you willing to 
see how in a deeper way we bear some of the guilt of that sin and pain? 

 
There is a connection. When we are willing to look at our own pain, our 

own faults and brokenness, that’s when we are able to stand authentically 
with others in their pain, in their flaws and in their brokenness. That’s how 
we can move into the pain of the world and help to bring life.  

 
     This is not something you can do all at once. We are human and we can 
only take so much. We are not called to live all the time in pain — for most 
of us that would lead to despair and deep depression. I often give people 
the image of opening up a box of pain and letting some of it out. Allowing 
yourself to feel the feelings, to weep, to feel the rage of how unfair life is. 
To let it out and truly feel it for a period of time and then put it back in the 
box and go on with the day. If you don’t face it every once in a while, it will 
come out. It will come out in anger at others, it will come out in anxiety, in 
depression. It comes out and tends to hurt those around us and doesn’t 
help us either. Some of you have such deep pain and trauma that you can’t 
open the box safely alone. In that case I encourage you to go there with a 
guide — with a professional counsellor or someone that you think is safe 
enough to help you not go too deep.  
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This is work of emotional healing and its important work. It hurts, but it 

also heals and leads to life.  
 
I want to share a story of an emotional healing I received a few years 

ago.  
 

Several years ago in, October 2016, I went with a small team from 
Celebrate Life service: Cathie, Lynne, and Laura to a conference at 
Alderwood United in Toronto for a ‘Set Free’ weekend. I had heard good 
things about it and thought it might be something that could help many who 
worship here.   
 

One of the pieces of the weekend focused on emotional healing. I’m 
going to tell you the exercise they led us through and what happened to 
me. It’s personal and so it’s a little hard for me to talk about and it may 
sound strange, but I just ask you to listen and honour the story whatever 
you think of it. 

 
We were invited to spend some time in silence and the leader, the Rev. 

Connie Den Bok led us in a prayer and asked the Holy Spirit to lift up to us 
a situation from the past that hurt us. Before she prayed she told us not to 
necessarily pick something obvious that we instantly call to mind but to 
really sit in silence for a minute and be open to whatever memory the Holy 
Spirit lays on our heart. So as I sat in silence this fuzzy memory came to 
me.   
 

We were in groups of three and each person in the group was invited to 
share the memory with the group and then we were to, in prayer, ask what 
lie has come out of this experience and then to ask Jesus what is the truth 
about this experience. The lie is because often when something bad 
happens to us we believe a lie. For example, you might say to yourself: 
“Nobody loves me. I am a bad person. I deserved this.”  The hurt often 
causes us to believe something that is not true. 
 

So here’s the memory that came to me. It was grade 6 and in the school 
yard I got into a fight with my friend Francine. I have no memory of what the 
fight was about, but it was mutual. We were very good friends and as 
happened from time to time we got into an argument … but this time I do 
know that I lost it because I hurt her—I dug my nails into her hand and I 
broke the skin so that she was bleeding a little. That’s where the fight 
ended. She ran off to tell the teacher and I knew I was in for it. I knew I was 
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in trouble. And indeed I was! The teacher made me stand up at the front of 
the class while she yelled at me for a prolonged period of time and shamed 
me for what I had done. I remember wanting to run, but of course I 
couldn’t.   

 
When I sat in silence to ask the Spirit to reveal the lie that I believed as a 

result of this incident what came to me was that there were two lies. The 
first was a denial that I had hurt my friend.  You see I knew that the fight 
was mutual and because the punishment didn’t really fit the crime, I was in 
total denial that what I had done was that bad.  

 
On the other hand, there was another lie that emerged that maybe I was 

that bad. Maybe I deserved being shamed … maybe just as the class saw 
me humiliated, I deserved to be publicly humiliated.  

 
Then the other two prayed for me to hear from the Holy Spirit what the 

truth was. I was having a hard time getting anything and so I just prayed: 
“Jesus, where were you that day?”  Instantly I got a vision that knocked my 
socks off.  First I went to that picture when I was standing in front of the 
class and I was comforted as I saw Jesus standing right close next to me 
with his arms holding me tight. He was standing there as I was being 
shamed. And then in my mind I went to the school yard where the fight had 
happened and as I pictured myself digging my nails into my friend’s hand in 
anger, I all of a sudden looked up and realized it was the hand of Jesus I 
was digging my nails into. So at that point in my little group of three I was 
lost in tears, realizing that the one I hurt was the same one who stood 
beside me to give me strength just a little while later. 
 

This helped to dispel both lies. There was no more denying that I had 
hurt my friend and so I asked God to forgive me and prayed a prayer of 
blessing on my friend whom I haven’t seen since grade 8. I also knew not 
just with my head but with my heart that though I really had done wrong, I 
didn’t deserve to be shamed as I was and I heard the Lord whisper that I 
am loved and that I am valued. 

 
Friends, when we are willing to go into the places of pain in our lives and 

see the truth of where we have failed, where we have sinned against 
others, against ourselves and against God and at the same time see the 
incredible healing love that is reaching out to us with the power to save, to 
transform, to heal — that’s when we can be there for others in their pain 
and bring the transforming love of God.  
Thanks be to God.                           * * * 


