God'’s Love and the Cross

Well, happy New Year! That's what we celebrateRatly Sunday, isn't it? A new year
for our kids and teachers in school, a new yeaotwrdeacons and our Sunday School
teachers. In our multi-cultural, multi-tasking sy, we have the opportunity to
celebrate all kinds of New Years, don't we? TheRosh Hashanah, the Jewish New
Year, that comes next weekend; the beginning olitingical year, the first Sunday of
Advent, which is the Sunday after Thanksgiving tear; The New Year’s Day of our
Gregorian calendar; and Chinese New Year and Tretchacome in February. All kinds
of New Years, all kinds of opportunities to stdreah. Perhaps Jeremiah, with his
prophet’s prescience, had this in mind when heavwmlLamentations that the Lord’s
mercies are new every morning.

Traditionally, when we begin a new year, we takeetto consider things that are most
basic and central to us, the important things dikefoundational beliefs. So as we begin
our new year together as Good Shepherd Baptistaihuthought | would set aside our
exploration of the Wisdom books, some of the I&asivn books of the Bible, to turn to
perhaps its best known verse, John 3:16, and sbo#& onost foundational beliefs. |
want us to think this morning about the love of Godl the Cross, the very core of our
faith, two seemingly disparate ideas that have Ihedohin tension for 2000 years, what
they have meant and what they mean for us now.

Our Christian faith is built on many paradoxes: Gdw is both transcendent and
immanent, Christ who is both God and man, the Kamgdhat is both now and not-yet.
But this may be the most extraordinary — that Gantitathomable, creative, saving and
sustaining love for humankind and all Creation $tidne epitomized in a crude
instrument of torture and death. According to Jalesus knew it was coming and gave
himself up to it. According to Paul, this absurdbntradictory image represents the
ultimate plan and wisdom of God. How can suchiragthe?

As we consider God’s love and the Cross, let uskthirst of the Cross. It has become so
common a sight, so tamed by familiarity that ie&sy to forget what it really is. For a
time, though the fad seems to be fading, a crosscoucifix was almost de rigueur
accessory for fashionistas, immortalized in U2'sgtVertigo”: “The girl with crimson
nails/Has Jesus round her neck/Swayin’ to the musidVe see crosses as the eyes of
fish on the backs of cars, cross pins on lapetssas in stained glass, crosses of polished
wood or polished metal, gold crosses, silver crgss®sses of cut glass and crosses of
brightly colored plastic. So overused as a symibel,cross begins to mean not much at
all. If we think of it in any way as a symbol cfath, then it would be because of its use
in military cemeteries, where row upon row of whitesses stand on rolling green
lawns, or because of its use in the displays oftaboprotests.

But a symbol of death it was to the contemporasfekesus and Paul and we should not
forget that. To them, the cross meant nothingteithreat of capital punishment,
efficiently, brutally and arbitrarily carried ouylbhe Romans, who ruled by conquest
nearly every place that the Gospel was carrietiosd early years. The Romans held out
this threat for any who would challenge the smdotictioning of their regime — bandits,
pirates, rebellious slaves, revolutionaries or plain troublemakers, like the carpenter
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from Nazareth. Although it is difficult, | think is appropriate for us to remember from
time to time just what a horror-inducing death cdmeavay of the cross. The awful
wounds to wrists and feet seem terrible enouglstdut death on the cross was not from
pain or blood loss. Jesus died relatively quidklya victim of crucifixion, probably
because he had been beaten nearly to death befoea¢hed Golgotha, but for most it
was a death of slow asphyxiation, often taking dagshe diaphragm lost its ability, with
no stable base for the body to push against, to dnainto the lungs.

As our opening hymn this morning reminds us, tlessmas an emblem not only of
suffering but also of shame. In our rather sa@dizentury, we have forgotten how those
sentenced to die by courts or government used patsed through the streets on their
way to a public place of execution, jeered and tizdibby onlookers, often pelted by
refuse, forced, perhaps, to see their loved orasrig on in horror as they died, as the
Gospel according to John tells us was true forsle3o add further insult to injury, those
condemned to crucifixion were made to carry thesfieaoss beam of the instrument of
execution to the fatal site. After death, the dred were usually left to hang in place as
a warning to any other would-be miscreants, soneiontil the carrion-eaters had
picked them clean. Is it any wonder that the Rasmant a particularly squeamish lot,
banned crucifixion for Roman citizens? The great&n orator, Cicero, said it was, “a
most cruel and disgusting punishment... what, thieal] $ say of crucifixion? It is
impossible to find the word for such an abominatiohet the very mention of the cross
be far removed not only from a Roman citizen’s hdalyt from his mind, his eyes, his
ears.” For the Jews, subject as the Romans weite tiais horrid punishment, the
Deuteronomic admonition that a hanged man was durgé&od quickly became
associated with crucifixion.

So, despite Paul's enthusiasm, it is hardly surpggithat early Christian images did not
feature the cross. In early Christian art, wetheecup, the fish and the Chi-Rho (the first
two letters of the word Christ in Greek); we sesudeportrayed as the Good Shepherd
rather than as the Hanged Man. The cross didewuirbe the predominant symbol for
Christians until after Constantine in the 300s.n€lantine was the first Christian
emperor of Rome, ruling from A.D. 306 until 337dassued the Edict of Milan in 317,
which legalized Christian worship and establisheldjious tolerance throughout the
Empire. Legend has it that before the Battle adivMn Bridge, which solidified his hold
on the throne in A.D. 312, Constantine saw a visiba cross and the wordsrhoc

signo vinces’ or “by this sign, conquer.” He hastily had cresslrawn on his soldier's
shields and, indeed, won out against a superigefoirhe cross went from a sign of
shame and suffering to one of victory and quicldgdmme the symbol of the newly
respectable and growing Church. But over the cegguthe cross stayed on the shields
of soldiers, so that it became once again a symibaimed domination and death, in the
Crusades, in the Inquisition, and in those placdgbheé Americas, Africa and Asia where
allegiance to Christ was imposed by violence rathan won by love. Hardly the image
of the Cross Paul had in mind.

Seeing then how the Cross would have been for #aatitemporaries and for many
through the ages a symbol of persecution and &her than one of salvation and joy, a
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thing to be shunned rather than cherished, howelbegin to understand it as revelatory
of the Loving God? How can we possibly see thesas Good News? For the first part
of our answer, | turn again to our reading fronoki@thians. Paul posits that in the
Cross we can begin to understand that we don’trgialed. All human efforts to
understand God and to come into full relationshiin sod, according to Paul, have
failed. Neither the carefully worked out philosgpif the Greeks nor the careful reliance
on the miraculous history of the Jews have endtledankind to bridge the gap between
Creator and fallen Creation. Instead, God hasahtsreveal Godself in a way that
seems like nonsense to the sensible Greeks andi&i&phemy to the observant Jews.
According to Richard Carlson, Professor of New &ewnt at Lutheran Theological
Seminary in Gettysburg, “The cross is the divintvég which both embarrasses and
embraces humanity in an inclusive way... God's enasaing action in the cross relates
to humanity's attempts to establish its own appat@means for encountering God...
God has not sought out humanity according to thgswamanity has sought out God.
Rather, God has intentionally and decidedly destddye ways and means by which
humanity decided get to God... We do not get to Godind the key to knowing God
through our efforts. Rather, God comes to us atabkshes the terms of the encounter of
faith in the proclamation of the cross.” What Gays through the Cross, according to
Paul, is that we are free to lay aside our effrtsarn our way into God’s favor and to
simply accept the love that is freely offered to @ur model is not to be the philosopher
or the theologian or the careful legalist, but@e who was willing to die the most
dreadful death of all on behalf of the very one®witled him. Jesus is our exemplar
because he trusted God all the way through a pitmtade no sense, a path that led to
him even becoming accursed of God in order to fidiyeal God, all that others might
know the freedom of God’s love.

The Cross and the crucified Christ, the epitom&aod’s wisdom and power, are
revelatory because they show God'’s greatness us'Jegsakness. God’s best and final
word for humankind is that God is willing to setdesall majesty, all authority, all we
would understand as power and become as the |leasber of God’s own people in
order to show us how to live. Through the suffgrafi Jesus, God shows that suffering
humanity is not ignored by God but rather is joilbgdSod who stands in compassion,
understanding and solidarity with all that suff@ihrough the Cross, we see that the
Creator who is worthy of our worship, who couldhtly demand our absolute allegiance,
instead comes to us with a gentle invitation oklov

This is why we cherish the old rugged Cross, whyasle Jesus to keep us near the Cross.
From being a symbol of harsh Roman authority, wérethat be of the pagan Roman
Empire or of the Christendom that replaced it,dtass is become a symbol of the self-
giving, sacrificial love of Jesus, which is Godisrmoself-revelation. The Cross stands
before us not in judgment and condemnation bublidarity and invitation. In the death
and resurrection of Jesus, God has taken perhamsatkest symbol of human cruelty

and turned it into the symbol of all-forgiving lgest as through the Christ event, God
redeems us from all of the mistakes, rebellionslamo#élenness of our lives to restore
God’s own image in us, making us beloved childre@ad and joint heirs with Christ
Jesus.
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We are not left on our own by God to earn our way God'’s favor and find a rich,
fulfilling and everlasting life. We do not haveftight to make ourselves better than
anyone else, either by our own achievements ohéylénigration of others. We are
given the free gift of God’s love, with no stringdached, all because of God'’s incredible
love for us. A writer whose work has often blesses] Rev. Dr. William Willimon, the
Bishop of the United Methodist Conference of Noktabama and former Dean of the
Chapel at Duke University, puts it this way: “Gogted the world, loved so much that

he gave. Not to condemn but to save, John saystaNsmindemn. In the midst of our
trivial moralizing, our scolding, supererogationdascrambling for a few penitential
brownie points, John reminds us of why we’re hgve.are on the way of the cross not
because of what we have done or left undone buusecof what God has done. The
cross is not simply one more piece of damagingexnad that seals shut the case against
guilty humanity. The goriest work of human singeidetracked into glorious divine
redemption. The prophet is sent not to scold bsai. It was out of love that he came
among us and stood beside us and chided us aneviieds, for us, and saved us.

Love.”

And so, my sisters and brothers, in view of thigelahis sacrificing, limitless, redeeming
love, how then shall we live? How shall we go albaherishing that old rugged Cross?
What do our lives look like when we walk in the dbe of the Cross from day to day?
The violence that previously characterized thassm@annot be a part of our lives,
whether it is overt violence of word or deed or slibtle violence that we do to others by
undervaluing them, by ignoring their needs, byipgtour own desires ahead of them.
Instead, we must have the same mind that was iistClasus, seeking to become the
servant of others rather than their master, obédiely to God and not the twisted
whispers of our culture which call us only to clyeourselves. The Crucified One,
Jesus, and the One he called Abba call on us te s¥th others the great love of God
for us. We are called to live our lives so thditess can see the presence of Jesus in our
lives, see that we are led by the Holy Spirit. Ayels, we are called to confess with our
mouths as well as with our actions that Jesus GBrlsord to the glory of God the

Father. As Francis of Assisi said, we must “PrehehGospel at all times. Use words if
necessary.”

And so we begin our New Year. It has promise, year to come. We will open our
Shepherd’s Garden and welcome new neighbors. \Wee®i children graduate and
children born. We will likely see new problems arelv sorrows as well. But we will do
it all in the shadow of the Cross, not a shadowezith but of eternal life, not a shadow of
condemnation but of redeeming love. For God sedawe world that he gave his only
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may easp but may have eternal life.
Thanks be to God!
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