What is a Tenebrae Service?
The word ‘tenebrae’ is Latin for shadows. The purpose of the Tenebrae service is to recreate the emotional aspects of the passion story, so this is not supposed to be a happy service, because the occasion is not happy. If your expectation of Christian worship is that it should always be happy and exhilarating, you won’t appreciate this service until the second time you attend it.

The service was originally designed for Good Friday, but it can be used for Maundy Thursday or during Holy Week as well. The service are divided into various parts, each one assigned to a different reader.

The service may include other parts, such as solemn hymns, a sermon, and Communion, but the core of the Tenebrae service works like this: It starts out with the church in candlelight. There are as many candles as there are readings, plus a white Christ candle. The readers go up one at a time, read their assigned selections, and extinguish one of the candles, until only the Christ candle remains. Then someone reads the first part of Psalm 22, which Jesus quoted on the cross. Then the Christ candle is put out, leaving the congregation in near total darkness—and near total devastation. At this point, the service ends. There is no benediction and the people leave in silence. (The lights are turned up but remain dim so that people can see their way out.)

The purpose of the service is to recreate the betrayal, abandonment, and agony of the events, and it is left unfinished, because the story isn’t over until Easter Day.

Matthew 26: 20-25 - Betrayal

When it was evening, he took his place with the twelve;  21  and while they were eating, he said, “Truly I tell you, one of you will betray me.”  22  And they became greatly distressed and began to say to him one after another, “Surely not I, Lord?”  23  He answered, “The one who has dipped his hand into the bowl with me will betray me.  24  The Son of Man goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to have been born.”  25  Judas, who betrayed him, said, “Surely not I, Rabbi?” He replied, “You have said so.”

Matthew 26: 31-35 - Denial

Then Jesus said to them, “You will all become deserters because of me this night; for it is written, 

‘I will strike the shepherd, 

and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’ 

Matt. 26:32   But after I am raised up, I will go ahead of you to Galilee.”  33  Peter said to him, “Though all become deserters because of you, I will never desert you.”  34  Jesus said to him, “Truly I tell you, this very night, before the cock crows, you will deny me three times.”  35  Peter said to him, “Even though I must die with you, I will not deny you.” And so said all the disciples.

Mark 14: 32-41 – Jesus prays

They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, “Sit here while I pray.”  33  He took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be distressed and agitated.  34  And he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and keep awake.”  35  And going a little farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him.  36  He said, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.”  37  He came and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? Could you not keep awake one hour?  38  Keep awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.”  39  And again he went away and prayed, saying the same words.  40  And once more he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were very heavy; and they did not know what to say to him.  41  He came a third time and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.

Matthew 26:47-52 - Arrest

While he was still speaking, Judas, one of the twelve, arrived; with him was a large crowd with swords and clubs, from the chief priests and the elders of the people.  48  Now the betrayer had given them a sign, saying, “The one I will kiss is the man; arrest him.”  49  At once he came up to Jesus and said, “Greetings, Rabbi!” and kissed him.  50  Jesus said to him, “Friend, do what you are here to do.” Then they came and laid hands on Jesus and arrested him.  51  Suddenly, one of those with Jesus put his hand on his sword, drew it, and struck the slave of the high priest, cutting off his ear.  52  Then Jesus said to him, “Put your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.

Luke 22: 54-62 – Peter’s denial

Then they seized him and led him away, bringing him into the high priest’s house. But Peter was following at a distance.  55  When they had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and sat down together, Peter sat among them.  56  Then a servant-girl, seeing him in the firelight, stared at him and said, “This man also was with him.”  57  But he denied it, saying, “Woman, I do not know him.”  58  A little later someone else, on seeing him, said, “You also are one of them.” But Peter said, “Man, I am not!”  59  Then about an hour later still another kept insisting, “Surely this man also was with him; for he is a Galilean.”  60  But Peter said, “Man, I do not know what you are talking about!” At that moment, while he was still speaking, the cock crowed.  61  The Lord turned and looked at Peter. Then Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, “Before the cock crows today, you will deny me three times.”  62  And he went out and wept bitterly.

John 18: 33-38a – Are you the King of the Jews?

Then Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?”  34  Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?”  35  Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me. What have you done?”  36  Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.”  37  Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”  38  Pilate asked him, “What is truth?”

Matthew 27: 20-26 – Barabbas set free

Now the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowds to ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus killed.  21  The governor again said to them, “Which of the two do you want me to release for you?” And they said, “Barabbas.”  22  Pilate said to them, “Then what should I do with Jesus who is called the Messiah?” All of them said, “Let him be crucified!”  23  Then he asked, “Why, what evil has he done?” But they shouted all the more, “Let him be crucified!” 

Matt. 27:24   So when Pilate saw that he could do nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, he took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.”  25  Then the people as a whole answered, “His blood be on us and on our children!”  26  So he released Barabbas for them; and after flogging Jesus, he handed him over to be crucified.

Mark 15: 16-20 – Soldiers make fun of Jesus

Then the soldiers led him into the courtyard of the palace (that is, the governor’s headquarters); and they called together the whole cohort.  17  And they clothed him in a purple cloak; and after twisting some thorns into a crown, they put it on him.  18  And they began saluting him, “Hail, King of the Jews!”  19  They struck his head with a reed, spat upon him, and knelt down in homage to him.  20  After mocking him, they stripped him of the purple cloak and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him out to crucify him.

John 19: 1-6 – Jesus condemned

Then Pilate took Jesus and had him flogged.  2  And the soldiers wove a crown of thorns and put it on his head, and they dressed him in a purple robe.  3  They kept coming up to him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” and striking him on the face.  4  Pilate went out again and said to them, “Look, I am bringing him out to you to let you know that I find no case against him.”  5  So Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pilate said to them, “Here is the man!”  6  When the chief priests and the police saw him, they shouted, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and crucify him; I find no case against him.”

John 19: 16-19, 28-30 – Jesus crucified.

Then he handed him over to them to be crucified. 

So they took Jesus;  17  and carrying the cross by himself, he went out to what is called The Place of the Skull, which in Hebrew is called Golgotha.  18  There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, with Jesus between them.  19  Pilate also had an inscription written and put on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.”  
28  After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to fulfill the scripture), “I am thirsty.”  29  A jar full of sour wine was standing there. So they put a sponge full of the wine on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth.  30  When Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished.” Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.

Psalm 22

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

Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? 

Ps. 22:2   O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; 

and by night, but find no rest. 

Ps. 22:3   Yet you are holy, 

enthroned on the praises of Israel. 

Ps. 22:4   In you our ancestors trusted; 

they trusted, and you delivered them. 

Ps. 22:5   To you they cried, and were saved; 

in you they trusted, and were not put to shame. 

Ps. 22:6   But I am a worm, and not human; 

scorned by others, and despised by the people. 

Ps. 22:7   All who see me mock at me; 

they make mouths at me, they shake their heads; 

Ps. 22:8   “Commit your cause to the LORD; let him deliver — 

let him rescue the one in whom he delights!” 

Ps. 22:9   Yet it was you who took me from the womb; 

you kept me safe on my mother’s breast. 

Ps. 22:10   On you I was cast from my birth, 

and since my mother bore me you have been my God. 

Ps. 22:11   Do not be far from me, 

for trouble is near

and there is no one to help. 

Ps. 22:12   Many bulls encircle me, 

strong bulls of Bashan surround me; 

Ps. 22:13   they open wide their mouths at me, 

like a ravening and roaring lion. 

Ps. 22:14   I am poured out like water, 

and all my bones are out of joint; 

my heart is like wax; 

it is melted within my breast; 

Ps. 22:15   my mouth is dried up like a potsherd, 

and my tongue sticks to my jaws; 

you lay me in the dust of death. 

Ps. 22:16   For dogs are all around me; 

a company of evildoers encircles me. 

My hands and feet have shriveled; 

Ps. 22:17   I can count all my bones. 

They stare and gloat over me; 

Ps. 22:18   they divide my clothes among themselves, 

and for my clothing they cast lots. 

Ps. 22:19   But you, O LORD, do not be far away! 

my help, come quickly to my aid! 

Ps. 22:20   Deliver my soul from the sword, 

my life from the power of the dog! 

Ps. 22:21   Save me from the mouth of the lion! 
From the horns of the wild oxen you have rescued me.

MEDITATION after each of the readings

