29 March 2009 SERMON

Readings: Jeremiah 31:31-34, Luke 23:32-43

Two people are walking…  

Scuffing their sandals through the dust.


no urgency at all in their walking, almost reluctant travellers


fallen shoulders


not speaking


just walking with no apparent purpose.

Where had they come from? What was their story?

The anticipation about this popular figure Jesus had grown. As Jesus travelled from town to town, proclaiming bold words of God’s closeness accompanied by actions of comfort and healing. “God was doing something new, something big” and God is doing it through him.

Massive crowds turn out to hear him, people give up everything to follow him, children line the streets and shout about him.

And then it’s over.

Jesus is arrested.

Tried as a criminal in a micky-mouse court.

Beaten to a pulp

And then killed.

These two disciples are returning to Emmaus. The town they left to follow Jesus.

How embarrassing.

Can you imagine returning to your hometown after having made an error of judgment that huge? Dropping everything to follow a man who (apparently) wasn’t what you thought he was?

As they walk they are joined by another traveller, who asks what they are discussing. One of them responds: “Are you the only visitor to Jerusalem who doesn’t know the things that have happened there in these recent days?”

They are shocked that anyone could be so ‘out of the loop’.

They explain their intense disappointment: that they thought Jesus was the one the prophets had promised. The one who was anointed to bring in God’s kingdom. But he had been arrested, sentenced, beaten and crucified.

These horrifying scenes are still fresh in their minds…

Part of the gruesome account of Jesus’ crucifixion, is told in our Gospel reading today.

Jesus is led in the company of common criminals (as one of them) to the place where he is to be nailed up on a cross according to the humiliating method of execution devised by the Roman occupying force. Targeting insurrections (or what we might call ‘terrorists’, it was an execution literally designed to ‘put people in their place’.

How could God’s only Son end up this way?

What was going on?

Those present at Jesus crucifixion didn’t get it.

Was it because they didn’t know anything about Jesus?  Not at all!

They knew the claims made about him; the things he had said about himself.  The rumours of his identity had got around to them; the speculation that he might be the Chosen One.

And so now that it has come to this… that Jesus has been stripped, beaten and led out to die… now that he has been abandoned, what is the reaction to this man?

They scoff.

They ridicule.

They mock.

They ‘make fun of Jesus’

In this gruesome situation of blood and bone, disfigurement and devastation, mutilation and monstrousness… 

they make light, they somehow find it funny.

Jesus true identity is hurled at him in ridicule:

‘He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah* of God, his chosen one!’

‘If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!’
What is Jesus response to this display of grotesque masochism…?

Not only is he totally consistent in his willingness to absorb the suffering, humiliation and words of death, he makes the most phenomenal statement.

Actually he is offering a prayer…

‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.’

In that moment, hanging from the cross they have nailed him to,

bombarded with hate and rejection,

abandoned by man and God…

He prays for grace…

forgiveness…

‘Father, forgive them; they just don’t get it.’

_________

Then in that moment…comes a different voice… a voice very nearby.

One of those thieves crucified right next to him speaks, not with mockery, but with a different tone…

‘Jesus, remember me when you come into* your kingdom.’

WHAT KINGDOM?!

What is this thief talking about?

Where on earth could this crucified man find himself a kingdom?!

_________

Was this thief delusional?

Or did he ‘get it’….?

Perhaps the thief got it.

Perhaps he glimpsed the truth of the situation; that this man abandoned on a cross… was the hope of the world. This one who was rumoured to be the Messiah really is just that (God’s Chosen One) and he is intentionally absorbing the pain and brutality of the world to himself, to transform it.

He probably doesn’t know why but the thief says to himself: “Somehow I know it’s true.”
….

Many have suggested that this conversation between the thief and Jesus is about personal salvation for this sinful thief in his dying moments. And while it may certainly be this (that this man is promised something true for him) if he really ‘gets it’, he will have recognised that this is a truth for the whole world.

If Jesus suffering and death is a profound expression of God’ love and grace – then it is love and grace not just for one, but for everyone.  It is an expression of love and grace that is as true and powerful today as it was on that day.

And maybe if we ‘get it’ (that Jesus’ suffering and death is the display of God’s love and grace) then that’s what personal salvation is.

The truth of the cross surely is much greater than any one of us, as are the implications; but the truth does have to be recognised in our own life.

The cross is a sign. The grotesque butchery is more than enough to put us off; for us to reject Jesus as a loser who got his comeuppance.

But if we are able (or should I say ‘if we are enabled’) we will glimpse the truth; we will begin to ‘get it’. If we can see past the surface, we will see that the cross is a sign of hope. 

William Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas make this observation:

“The cross is not a symbol for general human suffering and oppression. Rather, the cross is a sign of what happens when one takes God’s account of reality more seriously than the world’s. The cross stands as God’s eternal ‘No’ to the powers of death, as well as God’s eternal ‘Yes’ to humanity, God’s remarkable determination not to leave us to our own devices.” (Resident Aliens p47.)

The cross therefore is a sign of hope.

A sign of hope for the thief.

A sign of hope for us.

A sign of hope for the world.

For death does not have the final word.

“Father forgive them…for they just don’t get it.”  

Those who crucify Jesus are also representative of us; any of us who fall prey to the lie that that violence can bring peace.  

Jesus’ victory was the greatest ever, not because it was violence greater than other violence, but because it was the total giving in to that way. It was the total submission to the power of violence and death. 

And in his submission, Jesus absorbs all of the power violence and death has. 

He takes all they’ve got, leaving them with nothing. 

They have overplayed their hand, they have bitten off more than they can chew, they have stepped over the line. And they have been defeated by the opposite of what they are.

If we get that, we get the meaning of Easter.

Which brings us back to the two walking on the road to Emmaus in the company of another traveller…

They explain to this man their intense disappointment: that the one they thought was God’s Chosen had been arrested, sentenced, beaten and crucified.

And as they walk and talk with this man, he enables them to glimpse the truth.

Their hearts are enabled to see more than their eyes saw.

They recognise this man.

They encounter the one who was beaten and crucified, now alive!

They ‘got it’.

‘Today you will be with me in Paradise.’ 

What’s ‘Paradise’? 

Whenever and wherever you are with Jesus.

