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“We proclaim Christ crucified"
1 Corinthians 1:18-25 & John 2:13-22
  
Some of you may have already read Garry Wills’s latest book, “What Jesus Meant.”  But if you’re like me, the best any of us may have been able to do so far is to read the review of his book by David Gates in the latest issue of Newsweek magazine (March 20, 2006, page 72).  

Gates warns us that Wills manages to affront most of us who see ourselves as Christians by arguing that Jesus was not one of us.  He writes the following:  “The megachurch set won’t care to hear that ‘Jesus did not come to replace the Temple with other buildings, whether huts or rich cathedrals.’  The Christian left, committed to good works, won’t care to hear that Jesus ‘does not work miracles from humanitarian motives.’  The Christian right, cozy with secular power, won't care to hear that ‘if they want the state to be politically Christian, they are not following Jesus.’”  Even “Pope Benedict XVI really won’t care to hear that he, ‘like his predecessors, is returning to the religion that Jesus renounced, with all its paraphernalia of priesthood.’”


Gates asserts that Wills seeks to make the case that Jesus was an enemy of religion taking full aim even at those of us who are convinced we are his faithful disciples.  Wills asks the question that is a troubling principal of our understanding of Jesus as the Messiah:  “Why does the plan of a loving God require the Crucifixion?” (Op. cit.)


Our reading from The First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians reminds us of this perplexing aspect of our faith.  The Apostle Paul himself is “painfully aware that the message of the crucified Christ scarcely commended itself to first-century hearers, Jews or Greeks” (Preaching Through the Christian Year B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity International Press, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 153).

Paul knew that for the Jews, the idea of a “suffering messiah” was a contradiction in terms (Mark 8:31-33).  To be crucified or “hanged from a tree” was a sure and certain sign that the person being punished was a criminal (Deuteronomy 21:23; 27:26).  To even suggest that the crucified Jesus was the messiah was an offense to the Jews.

Paul also knew that for the Greeks, the notion of heroic ideals were many and varied.  To die in the way Jesus did had little appeal to them.  For the Greeks, there was nothing heroic about his death.


Paul acknowledges that it was his experience that the crucified Christ was “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Corinthians 1:23).  But even for Jews and Gentiles who had become Christians, the scandal of the cross remained.  It is a scandal that remains even for those who have been Christians for a long time.  


The question that Wills raises in his book remains for us today:  “Why does the plan of a loving God require the Crucifixion?”  As laudable as it may be for us as human beings to question the wisdom of the Crucifixion, Paul asserts that the question represents a way of conceiving the relationship between us and God that is fundamentally wrong.

In verse 19 he cites Isaiah 29:14 as a way of reminding us that God’s ways are beyond the scope of our human wisdom.  In verse 20 he asks:  “Where is the one who is wise?  Where is the scribe?  Where is the debater of this age?”

Given the essential paradox of the cross, the proclamation of the gospel will always remain a mystery to be probed.  Perhaps that is why the Mel Gibson's film, "The Passion of the Christ," troubled me a few years ago and it still troubles me today.

There were some who exclaimed after viewing the film that they had come to understand more fully what Jesus did for "them."  Some argued that the graphic depiction of his death was essential in order for us to appreciate the enormity of his sacrifice for our sins, all the while ignoring the fact that God so loved the world – not just me or you – but all human beings and all living things in all of creation and that that love was demonstrated in and through Jesus Christ.

The crucifixion makes no sense to others and sometimes not even to us.  In addressing the Jews who demand signs and the Greeks who desire wisdom, Paul admits that what appears to be the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom and God's weakness is stronger than human strength (1 Corinthians 1:25).  

But what is troubling to me is that we see in our human experiences the consequences of physical abuse and violence – whether such violence occurs in the streets of our cities and in the countryside or on battlefields or in our homes.  And that perhaps is the point of all that may be said today:  that the violence of the cross is reprehensible and in that reprehension is our redemption.


I take no pleasure in knowing that Jesus died in a horrific way.  None!  I take no comfort in knowing that he suffered.  None!  There is no pleasure, no comfort.  Only a deep, deep, deep aloha.

Like Paul we proclaim Christ crucified.  The proper stance from which we may view the Crucifixion is not through a debate with others but through our own confession of faith.  In other words it will be out of our own experience that we will be able to recognize the crucified Christ as “the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24).

The scandal of the cross is that it makes no sense.  How can there be strength in the midst of such weakness?  How can there be life in the midst of death?  

Though it is foolishness to the world, our confession of faith in Christ crucified is at the core of our faith.  The Crucifixion becomes one of the signs of Jesus’ authority and in time, like Paul, we will also proclaim Christ resurrected.

As we continue through this season of Lent, let us remind ourselves that we must guard against allowing Lent to degenerate into a period of self-flagellation or self-improvement.  This is not a time for us to punish ourselves nor is it a time for resolutions on how we are going to change ourselves for the better.

We proclaim Christ crucified and through that proclamation we are confronted by a God of wisdom and strength.  Through that proclamation we come to realize that it is not before a mirror that we stand but before God.

Mahalo ke Akua. 
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