Each step became harder for me as I headed up the road toward the small church in the distance.  The sun beat down on my bare back, the red of the sunburn ending only where red of my blood began.  A step, then two…WHACK!  The flogger came down again, driving me to my knees.  As tunnel vision again threatened to become unconsciousness, I again put my hand on the ground and bowed my head in prayer.  “Lord God, please let this humble servant overcome his small moment of earthly trial, to serve you better in all things.”  And again I rose to stagger on toward the church.  Two steps this time, three, four…WHACK!  The exquisite pain!  A lightning bolt to my brain running through all the nerves of my body!  “So that I might know what it what like for your Son to endure the pain of this earthly life.”  The sun blinds me as tears run down the caked dust on my face.  How much farther can I go on?  Step…step…stepWHACK!  The end of the flogger catches on my skin and tears away another piece of my back.  How many is that now?  There is only haze in front of me…a white haze of pain…a red haze of blood.  Am I even going the right way?  Step…step…step…baby steps now, more staggering than walking.  WHACK!  WHACK!  Two more this time, unexpected, punishing, nourishing pain.  “For he took the world’s sin unto himself….” WHACK!  “to cleanse the world of its sin….”WHACK”…forgive…”WHACK”forgive”WHACK”the sin of the world is mine!  For I am ……” tumbling into the arms of heavenly coolness, I fall.

The elderly priest of San Simeon Pampanga walked through the scores of Good Friday worshippers, shaking his head at the intensity of the devotion they offered each year.  With the reporter from Manila walking beside him, he said quietly, “My friend, do not belittle what you do not understand.  For them, the experience is transcendent.  They whip themselves bloody, by their own hand, to offer penance for the world’s greatest crime, and to seek for themselves the absolution of God. It is a search for truth and purity; an attempt to purge worldly sin.  Something that perhaps we all would benefit from experiencing.”

As the priest walked on, the reporter saw the American stagger and fall, and wondered about his presence in the small Philippine province.  Stepping over the other penitents in the village center, he took some water to the fallen man and held his head up so that he could drink.  Before the reporter could lift the cup to the man’s lips, he clearly heard the American say “…for I am the son of God!”  Then, tasting the water, he slipped into unconsciousness.

Calling a nun over to administer aid to the fallen man, the reporter stood briefly over the American.  Then he shook his head and moved to return to the priest’s side, thinking to himself, “Transcendence?  Truth and purity?  To whip yourself bloody in hopes of touching the divine?  In the end, the truth of the flesh must triumph the hope of the spirit.  He is not the Messiah; he is just a naughty boy.”

