
The Agony and the Ecstasy 
 

So they took Jesus; 
and carrying the cross by himself,  

he went out to what is called The Place of the Skull,  
which in Hebrew is called Golgotha.   

There they crucified him  . . .  
(The Agony:  John 19:16b-18a) 

 
Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark,  

Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw  
that the stone had been removed from the tomb. 

(The Ecstasy:  John 20:1) 
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Our Lenten journey of forty days has ended, its liturgical purples ceremoniously stripped from 
the altar after our Maundy Thursday service, replaced this morning by the glow of white 
paraments. During Lent I’ve shared with you several of Michelangelo’s best known masterpieces, 
beginning with the Creation of Adam on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel and ending Maundy 
Thursday with what is perhaps Michelangelo’s most beloved Masterpiece of all, the Pieta, the 
crucified body of Jesus serpentine across Mary’s lap. 
 
I pointed out on Thursday how Michelangelo sculpted Mary’s face without blemish or scar, 
looking nothing like the 45 – 50 year old mother of a 33 year old man, but rather appearing 
pristine, as young as she might have looked when in Bethlehem she first held her newborn son.  
The artist blended, as it were, two moments in the life of Mary -- laying a baby across her lap in 
Bethlehem’s Manger, and now a 
grown man, lifeless, laid across her 
lap at Golgotha.  
 
I pointed out how Mary’s two hands 
tell a story of Agony and the Ecstasy. 
Her right hand struggles to balance a 
grown man, her fingers unnaturally 
and uncomfortably splayed. In her 
right had we behold the Agony of the 
crucifixion, as if she is saying, “This 
is MY son, and only mine!  I held him 
as an infant!”  
 
 



Her left hand, though, is open in a calm, pastoral 
gesture of offering. In her left hand we see the 
Ecstasy of redemption, as if saying, “Behold, the 
Savior for all the world!”  
 

Her right hand says, “Mine!” 
Her left hand says, “Yours!” 

 
Her right hand is Agony. 
Her left hand is Ecstasy. 

 
Despite beginning with Michelangelo, this 
morning’s Easter message will not be an 
extension of the Masterpieces series. I have no 
more works of art to show you. In fact, I know of no significant Michelangelo painting or 
sculpture on Jesus’ resurrection.  
 
While the series is finished, my title is inspired by a particular telling of the story of 
Michelangelo. The Agony and the Ecstasy is a 1965 film starring Charlton Heston as 
Michelangelo and Rex Harrison as Pope Julius II, focusing on the painting of the Sistine Chapel 
ceiling. It’s inspired by the 1961 biographical novel of Michelangelo by Irving Stone. 
 
The title seemed to me apt since Holy Week has taken us on a journey from the Agony of the 
Cross to the Ecstasy of the Resurrection. During Lent we’ve seen six Masterpieces of 
Michelangelo. On Easter, we behold God’s Greatest Masterpiece. 
 
You would think that for pastors, with God’s Greatest Masterpiece as our subject matter, an 
Easter sermon should be a cinch, the easiest sermon of all to write. I think, though, that the truth 
is the opposite. At least, I’ve found it to be so throughout my ministry. I think that most pastors 
find Easter to be not the easiest, but the most difficult sermon to write, and I don’t mean merely 
because the crowds are bigger and the pressure is on to offer something profound or, if not 
profound, at least worthwhile. 
 
I feel this in the Holy Land journeys I lead, by the way, which after fourteen such journeys I’ve 
discovered to be a ten day microcosm of an entire ministry of teaching and preaching. Midst the 
flood of Bible readings and comments and devotionals and teaching, whether on the bus or at the 
holy sites or in the hotels. Well, I seem never at a loss for words, as those who just returned from 
joining me in Israel may amply testify. 
 
When, though, on the last day we come the Garden Tomb, it never fails that I seem at a loss for 
words, always leaving thinking that my devotional and leading worship in that place has been 
inadequate to the moment. I’ve come away from devotionals all across the Holy Land – from the 
Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea and from the Mediterranean to the Jordan River thinking, “Yes! I 
nailed it!”  Not at the Garden Tomb, though. Always I leave thinking, “I could have said that 
better!” Maybe that’s why I keep going back to the Holy Land, hoping someday to get it right!  
 



 

 
At the Garden Tomb two weeks ago, after listening to the guide describe this ancient garden and 
tomb outside Jerusalem’s walls, I gathered our group together for worship and Holy Communion. 
Dr. Scott Stern, who led our bus of pilgrims from Little Rock, reminded us of a wonderful 
tradition in the Seder meal, a 3,000 year old Passover ritual in which the Jewish people celebrate 
deliverance from Egypt under Moses. One rather playful element of the meal has been around for 
about a thousand years, the singing of Dayenu, a Hebrew word meaning, “It would have been 
enough.” Why not Google “Dayenu, children,” and click on some of the delightful children’s 
videos as Jewish kids learn to sing Dayenu as a way to celebrate their faith heritage. 
 
“If God had brought us up from Egypt, but not split the sea for us . . . Dayenu (It would have 
been enough!).”  
 
 “If God had split the sea for us and not fed us with manna . . . Dayenu!” 
 
“If God had fed us with manna but not given us the Sabbath . . . Dayenu!”    
 
“If God had given us Sabbath but not brought us to Mt. Sinai to give us the Torah . . . Dayenu!”  
 
“If God had given us the Torah but not brought us to the Promised Land . . . Dayenu!”  
 
Do you get the picture?   
 
I feel that way about Easter Sunday worship: “If we had heard Ruth play Handel’s, Thine is the 
Glory, but not announced that Christ is Risen . . . Dayenu!” 
 
If we had announced Christ is risen, but not sung Christ the Lord Is Risen Today . .  Dayenu!” 
 
“If we had sung Christ the Lord is Risen Today but not joined in the chorus, Lord I Lift your 
Name on High  . . . Dayenu!”   
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“If we had joined in the chorus Lord I Lift your Name on High, but not read the resurrection story 
of John 20 . .  . Dayenu!”   
 
“If we had read the resurrection story in John 20, but not made it to the sermon . . . “  Whoa! 
Watch it!!!  Don’t you say, Dayenu!   
 
I’m kidding! As I said, on Easter Sunday the sermon seems, to me, a bit unnecessary. God’s 
Greatest Masterpiece, it seems to me, is more about Proclamation than Elucidation, more about 
Declaration than Reflection, more about Celebration than Explanation.  
 
So as I look at you now I can hear you thinking, “You’re right! Your words are inadequate for 
the moment. So get it over with!  Let’s sing!” 
 
I wonder if our singing is quite enough for Easter, that God’s Greatest Masterpiece is one in 
which we should leave exposition and instruction and admonition behind. Let’s just sing, and 
join the Lord of the Dance! Sermonic efforts seem better suited for other seasons of our liturgical 
year, such as the mysteries of Lent. Yes, thoughtful sermons were needed yesterday, during 
Lent’s forty days, to help us grapple with the mystery of our human existence. Today? Not so 
much. Today it is enough (Dayenu!) just to lift our voices 
and sing Hallelujah!   
 
I think it interesting that Michelangelo offered the world no 
great masterpiece on the resurrection. His one sculpture on 
the resurrection, now in Rome, is not generally admired and 
rarely shown compendiums of Michelangelo’s art. This 
leaves me to wonder if, perhaps, he struggled as do we all 
with a Dayenu recognition that what God has done in his 
greatest Masterpiece is such that creativity falls powerless. 
Here is Michelangelo’s Resurrection. I doubt many of you 
recognize it immediately. 
 
It’s Easter! On this day, the first proclamation of the 
resurrection, “Christ is risen!” is enough Ecstasy to forever 
negate the Agony.    
 
Dayenu! 
 
 
 

 
 

 


