The Third Way: Walking the Way of the Cross
Every year when I hear this story the same words surprise me, anger me, and haunt me. They are the mocking taunts of the Roman soldiers who deride Jesus, shake their heads and say, “Aha! You who would destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself, and come down from the cross!” The religious authorities follow suit and say, “He saved others; he cannot save himself. Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down from the cross now, so that we may see and believe.” Jesus’ whole life of healing, teaching, forgiving are forgotten as reasons to believe; now the only thing that will persuade them Jesus is for real is the one thing he will not do: fight back steel for steel, army for army—to come down from the cross and save himself. For some reason, the physical pain Jesus endured—while gruesome-does not scare me the most; It’s the loneliness, the emptiness of total rejection by your own community, your own society; it’s the sense that your whole life has been an insignificant joke; it’s the realization that compared to the military force of Rome and the political influence of the religious authorities, Jesus’ power seems to be nothing. He is helpless and weak against their great power. What’s more, they are goading him to retaliate—saving himself would mean killing Roman soldiers with his own army, making a knockout punch in the last round, filling the role of every action superhero in the movies. But he resists this, he doesn’t take the delicious bait that I know I would swallow hook, line, and sinker. In the action film genre, Jesus’ death would be a great disappointment.

But maybe the reason those words haunt me most is because violence and death, even if only for a few terrible hours, get their way. Am I just naïve to be shocked each new time fear and violence seem to win (after all, I know it’s coming in this story…)? Whatever our politics about our war in Iraq, there’s not one of us who doesn’t long for the killing to stop. Looking in Saturday’s Post at the faces of those young women and men who’ve died, most of whom could be my little sister or brother, they suddenly stopped being someone else’s family member—that’s our boy, our little sister, precious and sacred, really dead. In that moment we are not divided into different nations, different religions, different classes, tribes and races, we are not divided into saints and sinners, saved and unsaved—in that moment we are one people weeping with God over the loss of a human life: precious, sacred, God-affirmed life. And we cry out, “It’s been twenty centuries since the horror on Golgotha and we are still killing each other! Why haven’t we figured this out yet?” We may point to our national leaders, our church leaders, our educational leaders; we may even point to God and ask them all, “How can you let this keep happening?” But as we shout “Let him be crucified!” the voice of God calls back to us with the same question, “How can you let this keep happening?”

When bad things happen—when the presence of death makes us look and feel insignificant, weak, powerless to change anything, we are tempted to respond in two ways: The first is denial. Denial looks like avoidance—putting the newspaper away, pretending that the same violence, hatred, and fear that killed Jesus two thousand years ago has somehow gone away. Denial looks like isolation: me and my integrity, my rightness, against the world that is wrong; we and us and our God-given rightness against them, the enemy. This is the path of narcissism, egocentrism, and ethnocentrism, all known by the absence of humility—it is one of the most powerful temptations to religions and nations and individuals who feel put on the defensive: we want to collapse back into tribalism and extremism—get back to fundamentals where things are black and white, right and wrong, good and bad—this kind of denial is always marked by hatred and violence. Denial looks like my desire for Jesus to quite literally punch the Roman guards’ lights out, to give the bully a taste of his own medicine. Unfortunately, history has taught that the bully never learns his lesson, but only gets more violent, or what’s worse, the former victim replaces the old bully and becomes the new bully. And denial looks like sentimentalism instead of the truth—this one is especially rampant in churches—we spend so much energy trying to be pleasant that we don’t name the destructive forces at work in the world and our lives so we can ask for God’s saving help again.

The second tempting response to bad things happening in the world is despair. Despair looks like cynicism that has lost all hope. Despair looks like deserting and betraying the promises of God, what Peter and the disciples did; trusting more in the power of death than in the power of God. Despair looks like giving up before you try anything because death appears to have won already. And despair looks like numbness. We are so used to seeing violence and grief on our television screen and in daily news stories, we have stopped noticing that anything is seriously wrong. Or we consciously or unconsciously anesthetize ourselves against the signs of brokenness outside our doors. Another slice of pie will fix that, another cocktail, another trip, our all-important work—anything to keep us from facing the hard truth of the Cross.

But today, and in this Holy Week, we are invited into a story that reminds us powerfully of a third response to bad things, especially hostility and violence. As through a telescope, we look at and experience again Jesus on the cross, a man with the hopes and fears of the world on his shoulders, really getting beaten and spat on, really being nailed to two pieces of wood in the ancient form of humiliating torture, and really dying. In that terrifying transition from alive to dead, from breathing not breathing, we remember that there was no room for him in the inn when he was born, and there was no room for him in the world except out in the city refuse pile on a cross.

But it is here that Jesus’ death on the cross is different from all other suffering and death; it is here that the third response to violence takes shape and form. Jesus doesn’t try to change the minds of all the systems that projected their deepest fears onto him. His family, you’ll remember, feared he was crazy, or demon-possessed in the language of the day (“and he used to be such a nice boy” they must have said); his community feared he was bringing God’s wrath on Israel; the religious authorities feared he was leading the faithful astray; and the Roman rulers feared he was a dangerous political insurgent. All these systems injected their worst poisons of fear and violence and oppression into him, pushing him out of the world and onto the cross. But by walking the way of the cross, Jesus makes his deepest and most profound statement to the human soul that is held captive by fear, living in denial or despair. To our world, to you and me searching for the way through, Jesus’ presence on the cross leads us through, as if to say: “Listen! All those forces that threaten to destroy life, they stop here with me in my very body, and in my very body forgiveness and healing begin. The hatred and hostility and fear stop here. Now you and others may go on hurting, letting your fears translate into violence, but I give you the way to make it stop. I wish it weren’t this hard, God knows I do, but I will not return hate for hate because that just makes more hate; I will not return your exclusion of me with my exclusion of you because that just leaves everybody on the outside. If you choose to I will even accept the worst you can muster, but the hostility stops here with me, and with me forgiveness and healing begin.” 

This is always Jesus’ response. On the Cross we come face to face with every desire, every impulse we’ve ever had—the good, the bad, and the ugly; this is the God to whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid. Our great capacity for generosity, goodness, and love, with all our unresolved resentments and hostility and prejudices, are exposed and embraced at the foot of the Cross. At the Cross we are shown how to navigate between denial and despair. We learn from the One who is gentle, humble in heart, with whom we find rest for our sin-sick souls.

Friends, I believe the Way of the Cross is our only way through. The path of life leads straight through death. When we pray the collect of the morning, “Mercifully grant that we may walk in the way of Christ’s suffering,” the Via Dolorosa or way of sorrow, we do not make some kind of masochistic plea to God that we suffer in our lives! We pray that God would help us say with our words and in our actions, “The hostility stops here with us, and with us healing begins.” It is the only way that calls the world as it is, and then gives hope. 

For you and me, this starts as small as deciding you will not return an angry word with an angry word. Or when the time comes that you have the opportunity to defeat the person who hates you most, the person who has misused you the most, the person who has spread false rumors about you most, you refuse. When you rise to the level of love that casts out fear, you seek only to defeat the systems that deceive individuals, never the individuals themselves. This is the way of the cross, the way of perfect love that casts out fear, the way that leads to life. The church, and you and I, are called to walk this way and talk this way. 

There is one last part of this third way, the way of the Cross, that I want to leave with you this morning. In an interview about his life’s work, Dan Rather was asked his definition of a true and good reporter. Without pause he replied, “It’s how well someone stands up to the pressure of intimidation.” I think this is so true for the Christian individual and for the Church as a community. If we walk and talk the way of the cross, stopping the hostility, blessing when we are cursed, holding back retaliation when we are wronged, working to defeat systems of fear and violence, we will encounter intimidation by the power structures of the world. Our faith will be measured by how well we stand up to the pressures of intimidation. But when we walk this way of the cross, we join together with the throngs of Civil Rights marchers and courageous members of the German Confessing Church who resisted the Nazi regime; and we join together with the millions of the faithful—nameless to the history books but so present in the memory of God--who say calmly, powerfully, joyfully, “The hostility stops here with us, and with us healing and forgiveness begin.”
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