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Is. 52:13-53:12

Heb. 4:14-16, 5: 7-9

John 18:1-19:42


The readings from Isaiah and Paul describe a theology in which Jesus is the suffering servant. He is the divine son of a God who demands his blood to atone for the sins of all of us.


The experiences of the people of the first century and their world view are what we find in the pages of the New Testament.  They come out of a world that no longer exists. Our knowledge and perception of truth is constantly changing, expanding, and growing. 


Much in the same way as children must grow out of and let go of the fantasies surrounding Christmas, we as adult Christians need to outgrow our religious fantasies.  Many things once attributed to an all-powerful, all-knowing God can be rationally explained by our understanding of world as well as scientific principles. The idea of humanity falling from grace and needing to be redeemed should be rethought. If there is to be a vibrant and sustaining Christianity for the future, some of our practices, services of worship and beliefs that are no longer meaningful or believable have to be reexamined. These not my original thoughts, but the thoughts of Bishop John Shelby Spong. In a new book called Unbelievable, he proposes several ideas we have held as Christians that no longer make sense in our 21st century world. These ideas need to be brought into line with what is scientifically provable.

He proposes that human life is one of incompleteness. As Teilhard proposed long ago, we are constantly evolving. Thus, the work of God in us is not to save us from a fall into sin, but to rather to bring about human completeness or wholeness. John tells us in the fourth gospel that God is love.  This then is where we have to start.  The only way we can worship God is by loving others. And as Jesus taught, all others. Not just family, not just friends, not even the people who will love us back. None of us can create love on our own. We cannot give love to another until we have received it. The more love we give away, the more we make the experience of God visible.

So, why then did Jesus have to die such an ignominious death? It was NOT to save us from our sins. Atonement theology is the belief that Jesus came to earth to open for us the gates of Heaven, which Adam and Eve caused to be shut to us forever.  The word is a result of the corruption of the words “at one-ment.” It is the belief that we are forever sinners, infected with a sickness we cannot overcome. We have need of a divine savior. God alone, who at God’s initiative, could rescue us.  So, first God sends a divine being to earth to suffer the fate that all humans deserved, but which no human could possibly endure.  Jesus, the divine gift from God, had to absorb the punishment God required in order for justice to be totally satisfied. This sounds like a cruel God, definitely not one who is invitational, all-loving, or all forgiving. This is not Abba God Jesus spent his life teaching us about. Atonement theology is an all-pervasive jargon that is such a part of our thinking, we will have to do something radical to get back to right thinking about our relationship with God.
The focus of all four gospels is the crucifixion. We hang crosses on the walls of our homes and in classrooms and hospital rooms. It is a sign we are Christian. We wear crosses around our necks, on bracelets or on pins.  We bejewel crosses. Bishops have specially designed pectoral crosses that is a sign of their office. There are crosses atop our bell towers and churches. Perhaps we have embraced this image for so longer we no longer think of it as an instrument of torture and punishment.  It was punishment for a common criminal at the time of Jesus. 
The essence of Christianity is built on Jesus as Son of God who came to show us how to become complete human beings, children of a God who loves us more than we can even dream.  Traditionally, it instead became built on a false premise that we are fallen sinners, indelibly infected with original sin. Jesus came to us to reveal how to be “at one” with a loving God. Jesus as the life of God calls us to live fully “the love of God” and “the being of God.” When we do that, we have the courage and strength to be fully human, totally alive, and a light shining in the darkness that cannot be extinguished.

The answer to why Jesus had to die is simply he became a political person.  The scribes and Pharisees were unable to control him. He kept giving people an opportunity to believe in a God of love, rather than a God of law and punishment.  Jesus was a trouble-maker.  He upset the status quo.  He had to be gone. And so, he was.

Our task as Christians, it seems to me is to have the courage to be all we can be. The more fully we are ourselves, the more God, who is Being, becomes visible.
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