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One of my favorite books in the Bible is Ecclesiastes, 

known for its realistic, even perhaps cynical, worldview. 

Two refrains are sprinkled throughout its pages. One is, 

“All is vanity and a chasing after wind.” The other is, 

“There is nothing new under the sun.” 

 

Even in our time, that second refrain has an undeniable 

ring of truth. Indeed, so little is truly new. Hemlines go 

up, and then down. Ties get narrower, and then wider. 

Pop culture fads come and go. The political pendulum 

swings to and fro. The economic cycle vacillates from 

expansion to recession, and back again. And decade 

after decade, century after century, the contours of the 

human condition, and of human history, are shaped by 

fear and greed, pride and failure, love and betrayal. 

Yes, science and technology do certainly advance. But, 

in most other aspects of human endeavor, Ecclesiastes 

had it right: There’s nothing new under the sun. Nearly 

all trends that are celebrated as new, really aren’t.  

 

Here’s a case in point: Back in the the 1990s, four 

simple letters became a craze that swept across the 

nation’s churches and youth groups. “WWJD” started 

appearing on t-shirts, hats, and bracelets. Those four 

simple letters stood for a simple but profound question: 

What would Jesus do? All that gear was supposed to 

remind its wearers to be more Christ-like.  

 

But what few people realize, even today, is that the 

WWJD phenomenon can be traced all the way back to 

1896. A book came out that year by American 

Congregational clergyman Charles Sheldon—a book 

entitled, In His Steps: What Would Jesus Do? In the 

novel, the lead character, the Reverend Henry Maxwell, 

has an encounter with a homeless man. That 

challenging conversation leads Maxwell to preach a 

series of sermons, urging his congregation to do 

nothing without first asking “What would Jesus do?” In 

1993, it was Sheldon’s great-grandson who authored a 

contemporary re-telling of the original story, and that 

modernized version sparked the WWJD craze. Many 

thought it was a catchy new trend. In reality, it was a 

century-old concept tied to the Social Gospel 

movement.  

 

But in recent months, I’ve been reading something that 

really is relatively new. This 2015 book published by 

Time entitled, What Did Jesus Ask? is a compilation of 

72 short essays, each focusing on a question that the 

gospel writers attribute to Jesus himself. The authors 

include Barbara Brown Taylor, Adam Hamilton, Michael 

W. Smith, Walter Brueggemann, Gene Robinson, 

Eugene Peterson, Timothy Dolan, Roma Downey, Amy 

Grant, Chris Tomlin, Rob Bell, and many others. 

 

The essay by Luke Powery, the dean of the Duke 

University chapel, explores the question uttered by 

Jesus from the cross: “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?” This question is, of course, a direct quote 

from the twenty-second Psalm. So not only did Jesus 

know the words by heart, but any Jewish by-standers 

within earshot would’ve probably at least recognized the 

line as being scriptural, even if not specifically recalling 

that it was traditionally attributed to King David.  

 

Imagine David, about a thousand years before the 

events of what we call Good Friday, desperately 

screaming this question to the heavens. With the 

perspective of history, when we think of David’s 

somewhat checkered record, his plaintive question 

seems a bit odd. After all, God brought about his 

miraculous triumph over Goliath. God allowed him to 

evade a raging King Saul. God paved the way for his 

ascension to the throne. God forgave his chronic hubris, 



and even his adultery. And God allowed his son 

Solomon to succeed him as king.  

 

Sure, David faced plenty of challenges and threats. But, 

when we think of him, we probably don’t think of one 

forsaken by God. Far from it. We’re more likely to think 

of him as God’s “golden boy.”  

 

Fast-forward a millennium, and we find ourselves at the 

foot of the cross, hearing Jesus cry out David’s question 

to God. But this time, the question seems more natural, 

more fitting. Jesus has spent three years going from 

town to town—teaching, healing, performing miracles, 

feeding the hungry, and offering kindness to people of 

all sorts. For his trouble, he found himself on the 

receiving end of ridicule, rejection, betrayal, torture, 

and now a slow and agonizing death.  

 

So, we find ourselves nodding, and perhaps even 

pounding a fist. “Yeah! Come on, God! What gives?!?” 

Why would God forsake his only begotten Son? Why 

would God turn away from the Messiah, the Christ, the 

Anointed One? Why would God seemingly discard one 

so faithful, one so virtuous, one so...godly?  

 

Fast-forward another two millennia, and we all find 

ourselves asking some version of the same question: 

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

Admittedly, we don’t use that exact phrasing. From our 

lips, the question probably sounds more like this: 

 

I’m in a hurry here! God, why did you let this guy 

into the express aisle with more than fifteen 

items? 

 

I’m running so late! Why did there have to be an 

accident on the highway ahead of me right now?  

 

I try so hard to do what’s right. Why can’t my 

family be a little more supportive, just once? 

 

My friend is such a good person. Why, God, did 

you let her get cancer? 

 

They were only students, only kids. God, why did 

you let them get shot in their own school? 

 

I cling to my faith, and I think it’s pretty strong. 

So why, God, do I still struggle with addiction and 

depression? 

 

He was just serving his country and defending our 

freedom. God, why didn’t you protect him over 

there? 

 

My God, my God, why do you let bad things 

happen to good people? 

 

At this point, perhaps we should go back three 

thousand years to David’s original question, and expand 

upon it. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

This may well have been, for David, an authentically felt 

cry. And, we can certainly imagine it being, for Jesus 

too, an authentically felt cry. But from a more 

dispassionate, analytical vantage point, should we also 

consider this question: “My God, my God, is it really 

you who is forsaking me?” 

 

It’s what theologians and sociologists alike call a 

question of “agency.” Who is really the “agent” in a 

particular scenario? Who is it exactly who makes the 

critical choice or takes the decisive action? Who has the 

power of causation? To whom should specific 

consequences be attributed? 

 

In the aftermath of the 2016 electoral cycle, a guy 

named J.D. Vance seemed to pop up on nearly every 

cable news show. He’s the author of the best-selling 

book, Hillbilly Elegy—an autobiographical tale of 

growing up in an eastern-Kentucky family, transplanted 



to southern Ohio. The book has been lauded as a lens 

through which many “blue-county” urban folks can at 

least begin to understand the psychology of small-town 

“red America.”  

 

Early on in the book, Vance recounts his experience 

working in a tile distribution center as a teenager. He 

remembers a co-worker there—a young man, down on 

his luck, with a pregnant girlfriend. The owner had hired 

the young man, and even gave his girlfriend a job in the 

office. But soon, the guy began showing up very late for 

his shifts, taking hour-long bathroom breaks, and some 

days failing to show up for work altogether. Meanwhile, 

the girlfriend, too, became less and less reliable, 

accomplishing little to nothing of any real value.  

 

The owner fired the girlfriend first, as her attendance 

record was even worse than her boyfriend’s. But 

eventually, after repeated warnings, the owner 

terminated the young man as well. He responded with 

these words, ““How could you do this to me? Don’t you 

know I’ve got a pregnant girlfriend?”  

 

Vance used the story to illustrate the lack of personal 

responsibility that he saw in his own native Appalachian 

culture. He wrote, “There is a lack of agency here, a 

feeling that you have little control over your life and a 

willingness to blame everyone but yourself.” 

 

Accurately ascribing agency is so important—whether 

you’re studying literature, history, sociology, or the 

narrative of your own life. The question of why 

something occurred and the question of whose choice 

caused it to occur belong together, joined like Siamese 

twins.  

 

I believe choices matter. The young man and his 

pregnant girlfriend were not victimized by a cruel 

business owner. The guy’s reaction to his own firing did 

not reflect an accurate understanding of his own 

agency. He asked, “How could you do this to me?” But, 

in reality, nobody had done anything to him. He had 

done it to himself. He was a victim of his own unwise 

choices. He had the agency. It was well within his 

power to reliably show up to work, or not; to take 

bathroom breaks of five minutes or an hour; to work 

hard or to hardly work at all. He had the agency. He 

made his choices. His choices were efficacious. They led 

to predictable results. His feeble attempt to instead 

ascribe the agency, and thus the blame, to the business 

owner doesn’t change the reality.  

 

Turning back to David… At times, he faced rough 

circumstances. Like most of us, sometimes he just got 

dealt a bad hand. But oftentimes, it was his own 

decision making that led to predictable results. He had 

the agency. He made his choices. His choices were 

efficacious. To cry out, “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?”—if in response to a crisis of his own 

making—may not have been a crime. We might even 

find it understandable on some level. But it qualifies as 

intellectually dishonest, to say the least.  

 

But what about Jesus? After all, we’re not gathered 

together today because of King David or J.D. Vance. 

We’re here because of Jesus. We feel compelled to 

solemnly, worshipfully commemorate his crucifixion. But 

what are we to say? Who had the agency on that dark 

Friday? How do we answer the question that is, to be 

frank, the elephant in this room right now: Who’s to 

blame for the death of Jesus? 

 

Some think it was Judas Iscariot, who received thirty 

pieces of silver for his betrayal. On the other hand, the 

controversial 1988 movie, The Last Temptation of 

Christ, casts doubt on the culpability of Judas, 

portraying him as just playing a necessary role in 

fulfilling God’s plan.  

 



Some think it was Pontius Pilate, and more broadly 

speaking the Roman government. Pilate has been 

widely portrayed as the lead villain. But scripture 

suggests he was disinclined to have Jesus crucified. He 

tried to release Jesus to Herod. Then he tried to release 

him outright, but the crowd would have none of it. 

 

Some think it was Caiaphas, the high priest. The Jewish 

authorities had been locking religious horns with Jesus 

for quite some time. And Mel Gibson’s The Passion of 

the Christ purportedly assigned primary blame to the 

Jews. (Full disclosure: I chose to not see that movie.) 

 

Some think it was Peter. He had a knack for saying and 

doing the wrong thing at the wrong time. The gospels 

suggest that he was brash, blunt, dense, 

temperamental, and cowardly—three times denying 

that he even knew Jesus.  

 

Some think it was the bloodthirsty crowd—and, by 

extension, you and me. If we weren’t congenitally 

sinful, the argument goes, Jesus wouldn’t have had to 

die as an atoning sacrifice. If humans were virtuous, 

Jesus could have lived to a ripe old age. The hymn “Ah, 

Holy Jesus” that we just sang says as much: 

 

Who was the guilty? Who brought this upon thee?  

Alas, my treason, Jesus, hath undone thee!  

'Twas I, Lord Jesus, I it was denied thee;  

I crucified thee.  

 

But, as he hangs on the cross hour after excruciating 

hour, who does Jesus blame for his suffering? He 

forgives his accusers, tormentors, and executioners, 

“for they know not what they do.” Yet he reaches back 

a thousand years for the question he now cries out: “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

 

Based on what we find in the gospels, it seems to me 

that God had a clear plan—a plan that called for Jesus 

to sacrifice himself for the eternal salvation of the 

world. I, for one, can’t claim to fully understand what 

that means. Was God somehow incapable of saving the 

world absent the death of Jesus? Were the gates of 

heaven locked until the Messiah’s death provided the 

cosmic key?  

 

I don’t know. But what I think I do know, from the 

gospel accounts, is this: There were two witting 

participants in this plan—God and Jesus. Nobody else 

was really in it, and nobody else really grasped its 

momentous implications. Therefore, I conclude that it 

was God and Jesus who had the agency. They made 

choices. Those choices were efficacious. They led to 

predictable results...at least as of Friday afternoon. 

(The results as of Sunday morning amounted to the 

ultimate plot twist.)  

 

You can blame Judas, Pilate, Caiaphas, Peter, or the 

crowd if you like. But they were all unwitting 

participants in God’s plan. None of them understood 

what was happening on a metaphysical level, and none 

of them had more than minimal control over the rapidly 

unfolding events. They were all merely pawns in the 

plan. But God was the architect, and Jesus was the 

lynchpin.  

 

And, for me, that’s what makes Good Friday good. God 

had a grand plan to bring the promise of eternal life to 

humanity. God chose not to leave us to the 

consequences of our own sin. Jesus freely chose to do 

what God asked of him, reluctantly praying, “Not my 

will but yours be done” when he could have easily 

skipped town and evaded arrest. God and Jesus had the 

agency. They made choices. Those choices were 

efficacious. Christ opened paradise. Alleluia. Amen.  


