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Today is not a day to preach a lengthy homily. There is no need to do so. The passion narrative according to Matthew, read as we have read it – participatively – speaks for itself. Our participation engages us in the eternal questions: Who killed Jesus? And why did Jesus have to die?


To begin with, we can certainly say that the policies of Roman empire, in collaboration with the local ruling elites in Jerusalem, worked together to rid themselves of the troublesome truth teller known as Jesus of Nazareth. “Are you the king of the Jews?” Pilate asks. Jesus more or less turns the question aside, saying, “It is you who say so.” Jesus is indicating that his notion of kingdom  is not the same as Pilate’s. God’s reign is a reign of justice which calls for truth and compassion in relationships, not exactly a Roman imperial understanding of kingdom. Pilate , quite honestly, is interested in neutralizing Jesus. By questioning him, Pilate seeks to manipulate Jesus, but Jesus will not be manipulated. Pilate sees that the system cannot change him and mold him to itself.  Therefore, Jesus has to go. And the way systems, then and now, effect this sort of elimination includes the tactic of either silencing and intimidating the masses, or by engaging the masses in active scapegoating. “Whom shall I release to you, Jesus or Barabbas? ….What shall I do with Jesus?” Pilate asks the crowd. 

Let’s look more closely at the narrative. Consider the silence of Jesus throughout the story. We humans are always so eager to speak. We are quick to defend ourselves when we are attacked. Jesus remains silent in the face of all the accusations, innuendoes, mockery, taunts and torture. The American way is to stand up for our rights, to assert ourselves, to make our voices heard. In a country that guarantees religious freedom, Christians have gone to the courts to defend themselves and their rights. Surely there is a place for this in a democratic state. But under what circumstances in America, or anywhere else where Christianity is a dominant religion, can silence, suffering and denial of self be practiced in the name of Christ? How can we live out the gospel of Jesus Christ in our kind of world? Some Christians even advocate the use of guns for self-defense. And I have to wonder, can that not be more or less the same as preferring Barabbas the violent liberator to Jesus the peaceful Messiah? Whatever happened to the call of Christ to us to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow him? Is there any room for such talk as the cost of discipleship, or is that a thing of the past?

This passion story arrests us because in it we find God coming to us in utter vulnerability. God seems absent and silent. God does not act in might, power and vengeance to stop sinful people from doing their worst to Jesus. It looks as if God has abandoned his own beloved Son. Why doesn't God do something? Some people explain it by saying that Jesus had to die for our sins, that God needed someone's death as an atonement. It was God's plan and purpose that Jesus die, because without that there would be no redemption. The problem with that is that God then becomes responsible for the death of Jesus; it is God who kills Jesus. Human beings are seen as merely acting as puppets in God's hands, but God is the one who is making things happen so that Jesus will end up on the cross.


Indeed not! Clearly, it is human beings who make decisions about Jesus. And God does not interfere. God seems weak, powerless, and vulnerable. The cross of Christ reveals a God who has so loved the world that he has given himself to us in the person of his Beloved Child. God is Love. Where there is love, there is vulnerability. There are risks involved in love. If we turn our cheeks to our enemies, we might get slapped again and again. Jesus decided to act in love, and he got slapped to death. Jesus, Ghandi and Martin Luther King, Jr., all decided to use peaceful means rather than swords and guns to fight for human dignity, and they were clobbered.


There is something profound here. When all is said and done, the reality is that Jesus the Silent, Jesus the Christ, reigns, not with power, violence, threats and coercion; rather, he reigns with deep integrity, by means of uncalculated goodness, and with simple testimony to the truth. Jesus does not resist religious and civil corruption with violence or with power plays. Instead, he resists such machinations with the power of non-violent love. He does not pander to the powerful, nor does he angle for the approval of the crowds; he stays true to what he knows to be right, and he lives and dies by the courage of his convictions. He willingly stands alone in the face of both official condemnation and popular rejection. 


I will close by noting that the famous third century theologian, Tertullian, once made the claim that he believed the gospel precisely because it was absurd. Tertullian grasped the core dynamic of Matthew’s account of Jesus’ trial before Pilate. He saw that God’s justice indeed consists precisely of the ironic reversal in which human sinfulness is laid bare, and the love of God is established once and for all in integrity and in truth.
