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On this Good Friday evening, as we reflect on Jesus’ suffering and death, let’s hold three things in our minds and in our hearts.

First … Let’s be outraged, because we should  be. Jesus died a brutal and tortuous death. What he endured for what the scriptures tell us was about 12 hours was unimaginable. We are followers of Jesus, and it is right that we remember his passion and death in the narrative we hear every year during Holy Week. Jesus is our brother and our teacher and our friend; only last night, he washed our feet with living water. And so our hearts should be as outraged and moved to see Jesus tormented and humiliated, as our hearts were outraged and moved this week at the videotapes we saw of George Floyd’s torment, torture and murder.


Second … Let’s be clear on something.  While Jesus died a brutal death, he did not die for our personal sins. That may have been what we were taught as children and even what we continued to believe as adults. But as scripture scholar Marcus Borg tells us, it wasn’t until around 1097 BCE – fully one thousand years after Christ’s death --  that St. Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, placed our relationship with God within a legal framework of crime and punishment. Anselm reasoned  that from the time of Adam and Eve, humanity had sinned. Within Anselm’s framework, all those crimes against God had to be punished for justice to be served. No one of us could possibly pay the price for all of humanity’s crimes against God. So God gave us Jesus – the sinless, innocent one; his very own Son -- so that he could pay the price for the rest of us. 

St. Anselm may have come up with a brilliant legal argument. It was so brilliant and logical, in fact, that it became accepted church teaching for centuries.. A judging God who functions in the world of quid pro quo is a lot easier to understand and to teach than the paradox of a God who is all-forgiving, indeed, prodigal in love. But there’s  just no way to reconcile Anselm’s God of retribution with the Abba God we have come to know through Jesus. We may have learned that Jesus died as a substitute for the punishment we deserved for our sins. But that’s just not so.

Third … Let’s deeply understand something. While Jesus didn’t die for our sins, he surely died because of sin. He died for standing up to cruelty and injustice. He died for speaking truth to the top-heavy power of Imperial Rome, even as he was about to be condemned to die. He died for exposing evil in all the dark corners where he saw it. He turned the moral order of his day upside down, whether preaching to the least of the Roman Empire, or upsetting the tables of the money changers in the Jewish temple. Jesus died, not for our personal sins, but because he was not afraid to live a life making Good Trouble in the face of evil.. 
Jesus was passionate for love, for justice, for mercy. And it was that passion (with a lower-case p) that eventually brought him to his Passion (with an upper-case P) that we remember this evening. Like so many others after him, Jesus died because what he lived for defied the social, religious and political systems into which he was born. He died, not for our sins, but for living, every day, a life of Good Trouble in the face of evil.   

So on this Good Friday, while we grieve Jesus’ Passion and death, we also   remember that his death was not atonement for our sins. His death was the outcome of a life of integrity, a life lived in unwavering commitment to truth, to justice, to love – no matter where that landed him. Jesus didn’t die to make up for all our transgressions; he died inviting us to  live -- as he lived – passionate for the God who is Love, and willing to live with the consequences of that passion.  

The Jewish psychiatrist Victor Frankl, writing from the barracks of a concentration camp in World War II, tells us if something is to give light, it must first endure burning. Once again – if something is to give light, it must first endure burning. So this evening, let us look at the passion and death of Jesus, and let us be grateful – not  for any atonement he may have made for our sins – but for the surrender into burning that was Jesus’ gift to us.  Jesus burned so that he might give us light. Jesus surrendered in dignity to the consequences of a life that was lived at the service of his Abba God. That is the gift of Good Friday that Jesus modeled for us, and that is how we are invited every day to live. Like Jesus, we are to put our lives in God’s hands – Abba, I put my life in your hands --  and trust that God’s love will be enough for us, in life and in death. AMEN.
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