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Most Reverend Joseph J. Tyson, Bishop of Yakima 

 
Peace be with you! How 
is it we call this "Good 
Friday"? What makes it 
so "good" as we would 
say in English or so "holy" 
as we would say in 
Spanish? 
 
I learned the holiness of 
this Good Friday in an 
unusual way. It was my 
first trip to the small 
town of Pajacuarán in 
Mexico's state of 
Michoacán. The occasion 
was the "canta misa" of 
Father Lalo Barragan. He 
came from this town as a 
fifteen-year-old. But he 
later moved up here with 
his family. He worked 
undocumented for a 
time, until he was able to 
secure his residency and 
his citizenship. It was a 
long and complicated 
process. 
 
Needless to say, Father 
Barragan coming back to 
his hometown as a newly 
ordained priest, was a big 
celebration. There was a parade through town. People decorated the streets with the papal 
colors of yellow and white. A brass band led the parade. When we entered the church plaza 
fireworks went off.  
 



The parish church in Pajacuarán is about the size of St. Paul Cathedral. It had high ceilings, 
artwork, and a large organ. The choir had practiced music. The president of the city government 
was a former manager of a fruit packing plant in Tieton.  
 
But what was most notable was the dinner. We had “carne asada.” It was served with very fine 
tequila. In fact, the Cardinal Archbishop from Guadalajara came. He had a special super añejo 
tequila!  
 
But perhaps most unusual were the dancers. Much to my surprise, a group of some twenty 
dancers came out to dance. They were all dress like Judas. I learned that they were the "Judas" 
dancers. I have to admit, having Judas dancers on a church plaza seemed a little pagan to me! 
 
In fact, one of the Judas dancers shaking his bag of silver pieces stopped in front of me. He opened 
his bag. He insisted that I put my peso into his bag. He wouldn't leave until I did so. I thought with 
a bit of humor, "I am the bishop. I am the one who is supposed to take up the collection!" 
 
It wasn´t until I read a very fine book titled "Crucifixion" by Fleming Rutledge that I began to 
understand the wisdom of this folkloric dance. 
 
Fleming Rutledge is perhaps one of our finest scholars who has studied the writings of Saint 
Anselm. In Anselm’s famous "¿Cur Deus Homo?", Fleming Rutledge recalls the exchange between 
the young student Boso and his teacher Saint Anselm. Boso asks, "Why did Jesus have to die?" 
 
Boso's question is not simply about the fact that Jesus dies. Rather, young Boso want to know 
why Jesus had to die in such a gruesome way. Why did he have to die tortured to death? Why 
did he have to be scourged is such a way that the odor of his blood would attract vultures who 
would pluck at his flesh while he was pinned to a cross? Why was he allowed to suffocate as his 
body slowly weakened, not allowing him to be upright and thus able to breathe? 
 
Crucifixion as a mode of execution was reserved only for common criminals. Roman citizens 
facing execution would be decapitated by a sword. Swift. Quick. Relatively painless. But Jesus 
was executed like an insurrectionist, a common criminal, or a rebellious terrorist. Why? Boso 
asks. Why did Jesus have to die this way? Why did he have to die tortured to death? 
  
Saint Anselm's answer to young Boso is quite telling. "You have not considered the gravity of sin."  
 
The point here is this. In this horrific death of Jesus tortured to death on the cross, we have the 
dark assurance that there is no suffering, no hardship, and no struggle in our lives where Jesus 
has not first walked. The brutality of death had to exceed the brutality of my sin, of your sin, of 
our sins. Why? Because his is the lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. 
 
Indeed! This brutal death of Jesus is so salvific that it even reaches into the depths of hell. Jesus 
descends into that darkest region of the universe. He descends into hell. We pray this truth every 



Sunday in the creed! On Good Friday even Judas has the possibility of dancing! That is the folkloric 
wisdom of Pajacuarán and the Judas dancers there. 
 
Indeed, I later learned that normally the Judas dancers perform on the church plaza of Pajacuarán 
on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday of Holy Week. Why? Because during those daily Masses we 
read about the betrayal of Jesus. 
 
And because they are so good any time anyone comes to town, the leaders have the Judas 
dancers perform. "Bishop Tyson is coming to town! How exciting! Bring out the Judas dancers!” 
 
The point here is that there is not one single corner of the universe that lies outside the salvific 
power of the cross of Jesus Christ.  
 
Now I am not saying that there is no one in hell. I have revised my "Academy Awards" list since 
the bloody invasion by Russia of Ukraine. I am sure you have your favorites too. 
 
But what Saint Anselm is really teaching young Boso is that no inch of our universe and no part 
of our soul can escape the saving power of Jesus Christ, the crucified and risen one if our hearts 
are open. Therein lies the key question of Good Friday for you and for me. Are our hearts open?  
 
Knowing that Jesus Christ has even descended into hell and yet rises on the third day, can we 
place before the Lord the areas of our life where we need his saving power? Are our hearts open? 
 
As we venerate the cross this night, let us recall how this "Good Friday" can be a good Friday for 
us. Let us with confidence place before the cross, whatever sin, whatever darkness, whatever 
suffering, whatever addiction, whatever hellish situation we face. This Good Friday, let us prepare 
for the Easter dance of joy because of the power of the crucified and risen Lord to save us – if our 
hearts are open. Peace be with you. 
 
Art: Judas Dancers of Pajacuarán, Mexico. 
https://www.facebook.com/Judas-de-Pajacuar%C3%A1n-Michoacan-de-Ocampo-
170298599787309/photos/  
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