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The Passion of Christ
A Sermon for Passion Sunday (April 2), 2006
by the Rev. Robert J. Whitaker, Ph.D.

Today we begin the climax of our Lenten journey.  Today is called Passion Sunday.  Some of you may have seen Mel Gibson’s movie, The Passion of the Christ, and so you know that “passion” in reference to Jesus means his suffering—everything leading up to and including his crucifixion.
Passiontide, which begins today, focuses on the last days of Jesus’s earthly life: his agony in the Garden; his betrayal by Judas; his trial by Pilate; his rejection by the crowd in favor of Barabbas, a common criminal; his humiliation by the Roman soldiers, who spat on him, mocked him, and beat him with a whip containing pieces of bone.  Passiontide also focuses on Jesus’s march along the road to Calvary, carrying his own cross; his being nailed to the cross; his hanging on the cross for three hours; and, finally, his death.
But today’s Gospel, taken from St. John chapter 8, deals with a slightly different subject.  It recounts part of an argument Jesus was having with “the Jews.”  “The Jews” were actually the Jewish authorities and the Pharisees.  The argument began when Jesus went up to the Temple and began teaching the people who were gathered for the Feast of Tents.  This festival, commanded by God in the Book of Leviticus, commemorates the fact that the ancient Israelites, on their way from Egypt to the Promised Land, had to live in tents for many years in the wilderness.  And the way Jews kept this festival in Jesus’s day was by building themselves little tents, in which they slept and ate their meals for 7 days.

As Jesus is teaching in the Temple, the Jewish leaders are absolutely flabbergasted.  They cannot understand how a carpenter’s son from Galilee who had never been educated could teach so well and know so much.  Jesus tells them that his teaching is not his own but that of the One who sent him.  He also sort of pokes them in the eye by saying that if they were willing to do God’s will, they would know that his teaching comes from God.
Now, the Jewish leaders had already decided that this man Jesus had to be stopped.  And they were plotting ways to have him killed.  But they were also afraid of the people, many of whom believed that Jesus was a great prophet and man of God because of all his miracles and teachings.

The chief priests and Pharisees tried to arrest Jesus on several occasions, but they could not because “his hour had not yet come.”  This phrase, “his hour had not yet come,” is used repeatedly in Johns’ Gospel.
What John is telling us is that God, and not men, is really the one in charge of Jesus’s life.  And because Jesus is himself God, Jesus is the one who is really in charge.  Sometimes people think that Jesus was murdered.  But that isn’t true.  Jesus freely gave himself up to be crucified as a sacrifice for your sins and mine.
St. Paul puts this so well when he writes, “Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men: And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:6-8).
Our Epistle reading from Hebrews explains Jesus’s sacrifice this way: “But Christ being come an high priest of good things to come, by a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands, that is to say, not of this building; neither by the blood of goats and calves, but by his own blood he entered in once into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for us” (Heb. 9:11-12).
I would be lying if I said I can explain this great mystery called the Atonement.  All I can say is that Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross for my salvation and for yours is a great and wondrous mystery.  And it’s part of what we need to focus on during Passiontide.
Perhaps one way we can understand Jesus’s sacrifice is when we see a person willing to give up their life for someone else.  The heroic efforts of those New York City firemen during 9/11 going into what they had to know was almost certain death to rescue others.  Perhaps this is what Jesus’s sacrifice is like.
In this same chapter 8 of John’s Gospel, Jesus says that he is the light of the world, and that those who follow him “will not walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of life” (8:12).  In the beginning of his Gospel, St. John tell us that “In [Jesus] was life; and the life was the light of men. . . .  He was in the world, and the world was made by him, and the world knew him not.  He came unto his own, and his own received him not.”
We see that rejection in today’s Gospel reading, don’t we?  The pain that Jesus felt at being rejected by his own people must have been incredibly overwhelming.
As you follow Jesus on his way to the cross over the next two weeks, I hope that you will see how much he suffered.  Remember that Jesus was and is fully and completely human—in all respects just like us except for sin.  He had feelings and emotions just like we do.

When you suffer in this life—and I pray that you don’t, but you probably will—please remember that God has himself walked in your shoes.  Jesus experienced great suffering and pain.  Our God is not some far-away, remote, abstract, unfeeling, Buddha-like Being, but a loving and personal God who has experienced, as a real man, everything that we experience.  And because of that, he can understand and sympathize with our sufferings completely and fully.
Let us pray.  Heavenly Father, as we enter into meditation upon those mighty acts of our salvation, may we come to understand and appreciate in a new and deeper way the great passion of your Son our Savior Jesus Christ.  May we come to realize, in whatever we may have to undergo in this life, that Jesus has been there before us and that he can fully empathize with us.  In the famous prayer of St. Richard of Chichester, “Thanks be to Thee, O Lord Jesus Christ, for all the cruel pains and insults thou hast borne for me; for all the many blessings thou hast won for me.  O Holy Jesus, most merciful Redeemer, Friend, and Brother: May I know thee more clearly, love thee more dearly, and follow thee more nearly.  Amen.”
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