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JESUS’ ARREST

Before getting down to the details of the Good Friday story, there are two preliminary points to make about how to approach it.  

We might ask, ‘what has all this got to do with me?’ What has the crucifixion of a Galilean peasant 2000 years ago got to do with us. The answer is that the story is not just about Jesus, it is about us too. Jesus is arrested, tried and crucified, but it is not only Jesus to whom those things happen.  St Paul is emphatic about this.  We Christians are people who have died with Christ. That is what baptism means.  In baptism we have died with him, and been buried with him.  We Christians are called to be so identified with our Lord Christ that the Good Friday story is our story too.  The whole point of the death and resurrection of Christ is that it was not just something that happened to one particular individual. Jesus goes to his death, and is raised again to new life. St Paul tells us that Jesus dies and is raised again as a new Adam. What he means by that is that Jesus is identified with the whole of humanity in his death.  We are all involved in it.  

By dying and rising again, Jesus blazes a trail or, if you prefer, establishes a new paradigm. In Christ, death is followed by resurrection, but first you have to die.  What Christ establishes on the cross is a kind of new natural law of the spiritual world.  So the question we need to be asking, as we attend once again to Jesus going to his death, is how, in our own individual circumstances, we are to die with him OR, if we are suffering already, how are we going to unite ourselves with Jesus in our mutual sufferings.

You may notice that I am taking a different line here from that of many Good Friday preachers.  We are often encouraged, not so much to identify Jesus, as to identify with the various characters whose inadequacies contribute to Jesus being crucified, to see ourselves as betraying Jesus with Judas, deserting him with Peter, condemning him with Pilate, and so on.  That can be helpful up to a point, though it will not be my main focus today.  The crucial way in which the Good Friday story impinges on us arises from our identification with Jesus.  He dies, and there is a real sense in which we die with him.

My second preliminary point is about the relationship between Good Friday and Easter. Have you noticed how every key event in the life of Jesus, every key occasion in the church calendar, brings together both sorrow and joy. Jesus is born in a stable, because there is no room in the inn, at the end of a long tiring journey imposed on his mother by the occupying Roman authorities, but his birth is celebrated by a choir of angels singing ‘glory to God in the highest’. Ando so it goes on.  Jesus’ disciples see him transfigured and shining with light, but immediately he tells them that he has to go to Jerusalem to suffer and to die.  T. S. Eliot, in the great sermon in Murder in the Cathedral, reminds us that we have both sorrow and joy about martyrs; as he says, we both mourn and rejoice at once, and for the same reason.  

In these days, from Good Friday to Easter we both mourn and rejoice.  Increasingly, I am convinced that if we are to really get the message of these momentous days, we have to hold the two together. It tends to fall apart. It is easy for Good Friday to be all mourning, and for Easter to be all rejoicing.  If that happens, we miss the point. Jesus dies a tragic and painful death but, as he predicted in St John’s Gospel, in doing so he draws all people to himself.  He provides a supreme demonstration of sacrificial love, and he reigns from the tree on which he is crucified.  On Good Friday, it is right to rejoice as well as mourn. Equally, on Easter Day, it is will be right to weep with Mary in the garden as well as to rejoice, but that is another story. It is our task today to enter deeply into the painful tragedy of Jesus’ death, and to let nothing divert us from that.  But it is also our task to see that, through and beyond that appalling death, there is cause for rejoicing.

Notice how love and sorrow are intertwined in the last supper. The love that Jesus shows on the cross is prefigured in the loving service he renders to his disciples, as he washes their feet. ‘Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end’.  His most intimate companion among the disciples leans on his breast.  It is a love fest. But all this is done on the night that he was betrayed. The story of Jesus’ loving service is intertwined with the story of betrayal by Judas.

So, Jesus goes to his arrest.  Over the years that I have pondered the Good Friday story, I have become increasingly convinced that the seeds of victory are already sown in the early stages of the story, in how Jesus approaches his arrest, in the attitude towards it that he shows.

How does he go to his arrest or, rather, how does he not go to it? He does not go out into the night, that Thursday evening, cringing or hiding. He shows remarkable courage and commitment. On the other hand, he does not go out into the night rejoicing.  Some Christian martyrs have gone to their deaths singing and rejoicing, eager to die.  Not so Jesus.  I value that Gethsemane prayer in which he asks that he might be spared this dreadful ordeal; he does not go to it eagerly.  He seems to have been remarkably matter-of-fact about it, doing what had to be done, neither seeking it nor avoiding it, just calmly doing his duty and fulfilling his vocation.

Too much rejoicing can be a way of denying the pain that is ahead.  Jesus does not retreat into some kind of manic defence.  He knows what he is getting into. At the other extreme, anxious avoidance is also a way of not facing what lies ahead, either openly running away, or at least averting the eyes of the mind from it. Jesus does not run away, either overtly, or covertly through psychological defences.  He sees the danger; he faces it; he goes through with what he has to do.

It is a remarkable approach to such a horrific death, and I am persuaded the here we find the seeds of Jesus’ victory.  Sin and cruelty and death can only be defeated by facing them. They can all too easily get the better of us precisely because they leave us either shrinking physically, or defending ourselves against them psychologically.  That is how they get their ascendancy over us.  Once we face them with calmness and courage they are stripped of much of their power over us. Jesus defeats the dangers he faces precisely because he faces the some in such a matter-of-fact and courageous way.

There are many things that Jesus had to let go of as he faced his arrest. Surely, at some point he must have entertained hopes of a successful ministry. Up north, in Galilee, he had for the most part been very successful.  Crowds of thousands followed him, listening to his teaching, hanging on his every word.  He had developed a considerable reputation as a healer, and was much in demand in that capacity from the most unlikely people.  He must have hoped that it might be possible to exercise considerable influence for good, without having to suffer crucifixion.  Jesus, we believe, was True God, but he was also True Man and, and he would not be human if he did not entertain such hopes.  But, in Gethsemane, all such hopes must have been abandoned.  It had at last become clear that there was no pain-free way of serving his Father’s purposes, and building the kingdom of heaven. He could not have faced his arrest in the matter-of-fact way he did if he had still entertains false hopes.  All illusions and false hopes had to go.  

So, as we go with Jesus to his arrest, we must face the fact that there are many things we will have to let go. We may have to let go of the tendency to cling too tightly to our self-image and our public reputation.  We may have to let go of our assumptions and prejudices, including what we fondly call our ‘principles’, and even some of our religious beliefs and practices.  We may have to let go of our desire to plan and control and fix things for the best.  Or, at the very least, we will have to sit much more lightly on those things than we had hoped.

It is natural to want to hang on to as much of that as we can.  However, like Jesus, we may have to face the fact that if we try too hard to cling on to those things, we will find that we have lost what really matters  On the other hand, if, like Jesus, we are prepared to let them go, we may find ourselves being blessed far more than we had dared hope. As Jesus said, he who would save his life will lose it, and to he who loses his life for my sake will save it.

JESUS ON TRIAL

The theme of this second hour is judgment.  Jesus is on trial, standing before Pilate, being judged; his judgment ends in being sentenced to crucifixion.  However, there are really two stories about judgment that are intertwined here.  One is about the judgment to which Jesus is subjected.  The other is about Jesus’ judgment of the world. Earlier in the Gospel, when Jesus was talking to his disciples about his impending death, one of the key things he said was ‘Now is the judgment of this world’.  Jesus is being judged, but so is Jesus bringing judgement to the world. The two are proceeding in parallel.  

It often happens in human life that what is happening on the surface is different from what is going on deep down.  Psychoanalysts have learned this, and talk about the difference between the manifest and latent content of what a client is saying in psychotherapy. There are often things that desperately need to be talked about which, for deep-seated personal reasons, are extremely difficult to talk about.  So, communication is often rather indirect, almost done by subterfuge and in code. What the client is ostensibly saying can be little more than a camouflage for the real communication, and the analyst has to learn to be very attentive to the hidden messages that the patient is communicating indirectly. So, in this passion story, the manifest content of Pilate judging Jesus is camouflaging the real but hidden story of Jesus judging the world.

But what is the nature of Jesus judgment? The judgment of Jesus is completely different from the judge of Pilate.   It is not just role-reversal, Jesus judging Pilate rather than Pilate judging Jesus. There is widespread misunderstanding about this. There is a real sense in which God is Judge, but we assume too easily that the judgment of God is exactly parallel to human judgment.  Human judgment is often a matter of condemnation but, much earlier in St John’s Gospel, Jesus tells us emphatically that God did not send him into the world to condemn it.  The judgment that Jesus brings into world is different. There is a crucial link, which St John’s Gospel brings out clearly, between Jesus being the light of the world, and bringing judgment into the world.  Jesus brings judgment in the sense of bringing clarity and discrimination, enabling things to be seen for what they are, shining the searchlight of truth on things. Jesus’ judgment of the world is largely just a matter of presence.  He  does not need to do or say anything. He is who he is and, by how people respond to him, they reveal themselves for what they are.  That is quite different from the judgment the Pilate imagines he is making about Jesus.  Jesus is the still centre at the heart of the story, around whom people reveal themselves in their true colours.  

In human judgment, the person being judged is usually passive, brought before the judge to have sentence passed over them; it is the judge who is active and pronounces judgment. With the judgment Jesus brings to the world, it is different.  Jesus is still and silent, a contemplative figure.  Those to whom he brings judgment appear to be free. The human figures in this passion story appear to be free, running around, here, there and everywhere but, through their actions and reactions, they show what kind of people they are, and therein lies their judgment.  Judgment is interactive, it arises from the interaction between Jesus and those around him. Similarly, in every day life, people show what kind of people they are by how they interact with those around them.

In the trial of Jesus, we have a series of interactions between Jesus and the other characters.  To each of them, Jesus comes as the Light of the World, bringing the clear light of judgement.  To each of them, he comes as a being of pure love, reaching out to them, in the hope of lifting them out of their egocentricity. None of them is able to respond positively, but they fail in different ways, and their failings are instructive.  Glancing back at the story of Jesus’ arrest, I want to include Judas’ here. The comparison of Judas and Peter is interesting, as is that between the High Priests and Pilate.

Jesus had no doubt been an inspiration to both Judas and Peter. They would both have responded to his call, and his love. They had followed him and presumably loved him. Both their responses are limited, but they fail in different ways.  Judas’ betrayal of Jesus is more deliberate than Peter’s denial.  Peter never meant to deny Jesus; Judas plotted to betray him. Judas mis-used his position as a friend and companion of Jesus to switch over and become an enemy.   When Judas goes out to betray Jesus, the gospel says ‘it was night’. There is nothing comparably dark in Peter’s denial.  

As is so often the case with human inadequacy, there is an element of self-deception in Peter’s discipleship.  He had persuaded himself that he was the kind of person who would never, in any circumstances, deny Jesus.  However, he did not know himself very well. But which of us does? Self-deception seems to be part of the human condition. Jesus knew Peter better than he knew himself, but Peter knows himself better at the end of this story than he does at the beginning.  His illusions about himself are shattered, but he rises above that to a new faithfulness.

The Lord’s Prayer makes a distinction between sin and evil.  Sin is the weakness and inadequacy that often accompanies our best efforts.  The Gospel word for it literally means ‘missing the mark’. Sin, the shadow side of goodness, always seems to be with us. In the human condition it accompanies even most heartfelt and committed attempts to follow Jesus. For sin, we can only ask forgiveness, and remember to extend that forgiveness to others.

Judas crossed over the line between sin and evil.  The betrayal of Jesus was an evil act, qualitatively different from Peter’s denial. One can only speculate about his motives. Perhaps he had disappointed hopes, perhaps he was eager for financial gain, perhaps he was flattered by the attention given him in his temporary star role as Jesus’ betrayer.  Perhaps he even persuaded himself that his betrayal of Jesus was for the greater good. Any of those could have tempted him to betray Jesus. He succumbed and became an accomplice of evil; the ‘Devil entered into him’. The way back from evil is more difficult than from sin, and Judas’ life ended in suicide.  Jesus offered him bread. It could have been for Judas the Bread of Life, but the corruption in his soul prevented it from being that.

Let us turn to the high priests, and to Pilate, representing religious and secular power. St John’s Gospel deals with the High Priests briefly and, in that, he is more likely to be historically accurate than the other gospels.  It seems unlikely that there was anything more than a hurried and inquisitorial attempt to drum up charges against Jesus.  

The exercise of power is always a difficult matter and religious power is peculiarly difficult to exercise.  In religion, more than anywhere else, we see how good and evil are intertwined. Religion can bring out the very best in human nature but, when it goes wrong, it can bring out the very worst. Humans have an extraordinary capacity for self-deception, for persuading themselves that they are doing right when in fact they are doing wrong. Religion can all too easily be used to lend a camouflage of respectability. No doubt Caiaphas believed that what he was doing was for the best, that it was expedient for one person to die in the interests of the whole people. However, as can so easily happen with religion, he had lost touch with the central core, God’s invitation to humanity to transcend their natural limitations and to embrace a better way of living and being.  Throughout St John’s Gospel, there is s distinction between the world below, this world, and the world above. The task of religion is to point towards the world above, but the religion of Annas and Caiaphas was trapped in the world below.

With Pilate, we are confronted with different issues.  Pilate has no aspiration to high-minded principles.  He is pragmatic, trying to discharge the responsibilities entrusted to him in a way that those in higher authority would expect, no doubt hoping at least to survive and perhaps even to make good.  It is not the deepest corruption of which humans are capable, but it is weak and ignoble.  It is Pilate who is most clearly contrasted with Jesus.  McGann summarizes it well. ‘Jesus stands; Pilate sits.  Jesus is bound; Pilate sits appears free.  Jesus is accused; Pilate is the accuser. Jesus is mocked, scourged and facing death; Pilate is lauded, hailed and awaiting honours. Jesus is clear-sighted about his mission, his goals, his self-understanding. Pilate doesn’t know who is innocent or guilty, what he believes, or what he should do.’

Here there is yet another kind of self-deception.  Peter believed he would never deny Jesus, but events proved he was weaker than he thought. The High Priests persuaded themselves that they are doing right when they are doing wrong.  Pilate believed he was in control when, in fact, if he was the victim of events.  It is a common delusion about ourselves, to believe that we are in control when we are not.  It seems to lend some support to our fragile self-esteem.  In striking contrast, there is no self-deception about Jesus.  He knows himself; he knows what he has to do; and he knows he has the courage to go through with it. He has no illusions about himself or anyone around him.  He seems to understand everyone better than they understand themselves.

Jesus’ lack of illusions about himself or others makes him a beacon of light.  He exemplifies in himself the gift of clear judgement that it is his mission to bring to the world.  His purposeful composure shows up those around him for what they are.  However, it is not his purpose to leave things there.  He is the light of the world, and his purpose is to enlighten the minds and hearts of everyone. The passion story makes us painfully aware that receiving Jesus’ light into our lives may involve shedding illusions about ourselves, as Peter had to shed his.

JESUS ON THE CROSS

Earlier in St. John’s Gospel, Jesus says that when he is lifted up on the cross he will draw all people to himself.  Now that moment has come. In this final hour, we see him lifted up, and we have the opportunity to be drawn to him.  We are witnesses of the crucifixion, not just as detached observers, but as witnesses who are involved in what is happening, participating in it, like the figures grouped at the foot of the cross. We need to bring a participatory consciousness to the cross to understand it and be transformed by it.  We need to bring our highest and most truthful imagination to the task of witnessing the cross.

Picture the scene. There are three crosses, criminals on either side, and Jesus in the middle.  Throughout his ministry, Jesus has mixed with sinners, and he goes to his crucifixion in the company of sinners. They belong to different orders, and the language St John uses to describe things makes that clear.  The criminals are from this world, from below.  Jesus is from above, but they hang there together.

An interesting detail is the tunic, which is seamless. In Jesus there is no division, no schism. The seamlessness of the tunic is a symbol of the new order of things, and the soldiers respect this unity, and refrain from tearing the tunic.

The cross itself is symbol of unity. The four points of the compass, North, South East and West, are brought together, unified in Christ.  Such a fourfold structure is often a symbol of unity. As Gregory of Nyssa puts it, the cross ‘is divided into four parts, so that there are the projections, four in number, from the central point where the whole converges upon itself, because He who at the hour of his pre-arranged death was stretched upon it is He who binds all things together in himself, and by himself brings to one harmonious agreement the diverse natures of actual existences’. 

There is little agreement between the Gospel writers about what Jesus says on the cross. There are three traditions, all completely different in detail, one in Matthew and Mark, one in Luke, and another in John.  However, despite these differences in detail, there is a deep structure of commonality that runs across the Gospels. The seven last words from the cross fall into three broad categories, and each category is represented in the three things Jesus says from the cross in St John’s gospel.  

There are words in which Jesus reaches out in love and compassion to those around him.  In St Luke’s Gospel, there are the words of forgiveness Jesus utters from the cross, and his interchange with the penitent thief.  In St John’s Gospel, this strand is represented by the way he connects his mother, Mary, with the beloved disciple, John.  Once again, we see Jesus on the cross bringing unity to those around him, connecting people who are close to him, but who are very different, an older peasant woman, and a younger rather mystical man.  In Christ, people of different kinds are brought together and, if the church has any unity it is because, despite our differences, Christ brings us together.

There are words of desolation, represented in Matthew and Mark by that dark cry ‘My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me’, but represented in St John’s Gospel by ‘I thirst’.  In St John’s Gospel, Jesus is portrayed as being more serene than in the other Gospels, but even here he utters a cry of desolation that marks his identification with us humans who are so needy, and who ‘thirst’ for so much. Jesus unites himself with us in that. (I will return to the final word from the cross later.)

From the earliest days, Christians have sensed that what Jesus did on the cross has transformed our situation beyond recognition but, from the earliest days, and continuing throughout the centuries, they have struggled to make sense of that. The struggle continues. It is the most profound mystery about the human race, and one that will probably never be fully understood. 

In Christ, God entered deeply into humanity, connecting with the best in humanity, but also exposing himself to the worst.  That process of entering deeply into humanity began at the birth of Jesus, and culminated in his death. On the road to crucifixion, Jesus exposed himself to betrayal, weakness, cruelty, self-deception and a broad range of human sinfulness.  He also experienced the excruciating physical pain involved in death by crucifixion. In short, he exposed himself to the worst that humanity could do to him. But how does that help us? Let me tentatively suggest some approaches to answering that question that I find helpful. It don’t mean to imply that they are the only answers. 

Firstly, in Jesus on the cross, we see the most moving demonstration of unselfish love and innocent suffering that the world has ever witnessed.  It is such a moving demonstration of unselfish love that it can inspire us to something similar.  As the hymn says, ‘love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all’. After taking Jesus’ love on the cross deeply to heart, we are never the same again.

Secondly, I believe that there is some kind of resonance between the suffering of Jesus on the cross and all human suffering. In the spiritual world, there seems to be something akin to a nuclear resonance that connects all human suffering with the suffering of Jesus. Or, if you like, there is a  hocquasi-magnetic attraction that brings all human suffering together with the suffering of Jesus. In a mysterious way, those who suffer find themselves united with Jesus in their suffering. The more we connect with Jesus when we suffer, the more we ‘die with him’ as St Paul puts it, the more we will find we can rise above our suffering, rise with him to new life beyond suffering, even beyond death.  

We do not understand how this resonance works, across vast differences in time and place. I think it is something that humanity will eventually come to understand a little better than it currently does, but then there are so many important things the, at the beginning of the 21st century, humanity is still only at the foothills of understanding. The fact that we don’t understand how it works does not stop us from availing ourselves of the benefits that flow from it. When we have to suffer, we can suffer with Christ.  

Thirdly, in a way that is even more deeply mysterious, I believe that Jesus on the cross, transformed the human weakness and cruelty to which he exposed himself. Why did Jesus have to suffer on the cross? I believe that there was no way for Jesus to transform human sinfulness without exposing himself to it.. On the way to death, he did not shrink from exposing himself to the worst of human sinfulness.  Had he stayed aloof from it, like someone holding his nose to keep out a bad smell, he could not have transformed it in the way he did. As I said earlier, the seeds of his victory were already sown in his matter-of-fact approach to his death.

There is an analogy that I find helpful between what Jesus does with human sinfulness and what plants do with carbon dioxide.  Too much carbon dioxide can kill humans and other animals. Equally, a candle is no longer able to burn when it has only carbon dioxide and no oxygen. We need oxygen to live, just as the light of a candle needs oxygen to burn. But humans and other animals ‘injure’ the atmosphere, as Joseph Priestly put it, ultimately making life impossible.  Similarly, the moral and spiritual atmosphere around us has been injured by the sinfulness of humanity. But Christ, like a plant that absorbs carbon dioxide and transforms it into life-giving oxygen, absorbs human sinfulness and transformed it into something life-giving. Joseph Priestley said that plants’ heal’ the atmosphere; Jesus heals the moral and spiritual atmosphere in which humanity lives. Plants depend on water and sunlight to transform death-dealing carbon dioxide into life-giving oxygen.  Similarly, Christ depended on the love of God to transform human sinfulness into a new kind of life.

After his death, Jesus heart was pierced by one of the soldiers with a spear, and blood and water flowed out, blood that came from Jesus’ sacred heart of love. Much blood has been spilled by humanity, but the blood of Jesus, Son of God, was unique.  I don’t find it hard to believe that there was a healing quality in that blood of Jesus, as it flowed from his wounded side onto the ground below.  The blood of Christ entered the earth, entered creation.  Perhaps only a few drops, but blood of unique and transforming power. It began the process of transforming, not just humanity, but the whole of creation.  What he did on the cross, on the hill of Golgatha, changed everything.  

Let the last word go to Jesus. From the cross he speaks words of finality, represented in St Luke by ‘Father, into your hands I commend my spirit’, and in St John by ‘it is finished’.  It has been a long and courageous journey, characterized throughout by love, courage and purposefulness. Jesus has done what he had to do, with beneficial consequences that are unimaginatively far-reaching.  He has done it.  ‘It is accomplished’.

