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We so easily forget that this is Good Friday. What, after all, can be good about this story? The problem is, of course, within us. Our fear, and the cloak of sentimentality we put on to hide from that fear, keep us from looking deeply and seeing clearly what is happening. Look, what we heard today is very different from the tragedy we heard last Sunday. There is no tragedy here at all. Only Jesus, “knowing all that was to happen” and so directing the players and their actions to achieve his desired and required end.
The story begins in Gethsemane, but there is no anguished prayer, instead a confident acceptance, “Shall I not drink the cup the Father gives me?” He is taken before the Sanhedrin, but there is no melodramatic tearing of clothes or angry cries of “Blasphemy!”. Instead, Jesus gives a lesson on judicial procedure, “If I have spoken wrongly, testify to the wrong.” Peter still denies him, but there is no breaking down and weeping. It is simply something that had to happen because Jesus said it would happen. He is taken before Pilate, but not as the silent sacrificial lamb who opens not his mouth. He engages Pilate, teaching him, reassuring him, guiding him through all that happens. Yes, he is flogged and mocked, but still strong enough to carry his own cross. From the cross he does not cry in anguish, “Why have you forsaken me?” He tends to his mother’s welfare. He drinks wine because it is supposed to happen that way. And he apparently chooses the moment of his death with a simple, “It is finished.”
What are we to make of all of this strange story? Let me suggest three things: a warning, a promise, and an invitation.

Part of what we must recognize here is a sheer display of power. To be sure, not an unprincipled power. There is a clear awareness that there are weighty decisions to be made here, and they must be made in accordance with established procedure. Nevertheless, there is a seemingly automatic assumption by the politico-religious leadership of Jerusalem and the Roman governor (along with the soldiers he commands) that they have not only an unimpeachable right to act as they do, but also a duty to do so. The power of the sword has always been the favored mechanism of the tyrant: “I have the power to crucify you,” Pilate proclaims. It is what makes him strong – not only that he can, but that he will, and he will be morally vindicated by the long years of Roman hegemony and Roman law. The power of the Sanhedrin, on the other hand, is something more subtle. Not the power to bring death, “We are not allowed to put anyone to death,” the priests declared, but power an equally undeniable power to set and guard the boundaries of communal life, to decide who belonged and who didn’t, what was acceptable and what wasn’t. Here are the two great powers that still operate in our world – the soldier and the bureaucrat – and the warning is to all of us who live in that world, who play these games of power. A warning that any trust we place in either of these powers is sure to be disappointed. All these people swirl about Jesus – Pilate, the priests, the soldiers, the disciples – while he remains, as it were, the still eye in the midst of the hurricane. And in all of their words and actions they are shown to be fools. Fools who oh-so-proudly and oh-so-properly carry their self-importance to protect them from their fear of losing power.
There is a fate worse than death, is it not? We all want to hold on to whatever small bit of power we might possess. There was a time when I would look at people on the street and say to myself, “Well, at least I’ll never end up that way.” I figured I had a community around me and resources I could call upon. But then I got to know some people on the street. I discovered they were intelligent, well-educated persons. I discovered that they, too, had communities, families with resources that they could draw upon. And I noticed that they usually fell into one of two groups: either they were either too ashamed to ask for help, their guilt told them they did not deserve any; or they were simply following their own path and were not interested in the strictures of conventional society. Have you ever noticed that the first group we try to rehabilitate, because at some level we deem their shame appropriate, the intensity of which merely needs adjusting. The second group we try, of course, to cure, because they’re crazy.

And we all know that today we are all so terribly close to that fate. Sickness, sudden calamity, can so quickly rob us of all that we have. Yet Jesus, in occupying the space of the powerless and the outcast, brings to us a promise of redemption and reintegration –not that the outcast will be made fit for society, but that society itself will be transformed to accept and embrace the outcast and thus become the Kingdom. Jesus goes to the place we fear the most and shows us by his acceptance of it that there is no shame in being shunned by the powers of the world, and does so so forcefully as to remind us that sometimes those deemed to be crazy are, in fact, prophets.

And so this story is, in the end, an invitation to us. An invitation to enter the place of death, and find there the seeds of new life. One of my favorite authors, Paul Minear, who taught for many years at the Yale Divinity School, once wrote that whenever we hear people talk about being born again, we need to ask them how many times they have died.
 Before we can live again, we are invited to die. We are invited by and with Jesus to die to self, that God’s will might be fulfilled in our lives. We are invited to die to fear, that we might witness to the gospel God has given us to proclaim. We are invited to die to prejudice, that we might embrace as one all of God’s beautiful and beloved children. We are invited to die to violence, that the violent might no longer have dominion over us. We are invited to die to indifference, that we might suffer with our suffering God.
How many ways are we invited to die? The list is probably endless. But this invitation is, I am convinced, what this story is all about, and the promise it carries, and the warning it gives. Today is Good Friday. When I was a child, I was told that it was Good Friday because this is the day Jesus died for us. That, I am sure, is part of it. But what I think is really good about today is that we learn that we can die, too, and become through God’s love and mercy something other and better than we are.
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