Good Friday 2009                                                    Boarbank Hall
                              
                John’s Passion Narrative (18-19)

This is a story of suffering, dramatically related, relentless in its inevitability. But it is not the story of a private grief. It is the story of massive collusion between the uniquely self-interested for the destruction of the totally innocent. There are two different parties colluding, for different reasons. At the centre is Jesus himself, almost a passive spectator of his own destruction. Then there is the capitulation of those nearest him who had promised him friendship and support, but who under pressure could not honour their intentions.

Why the Jews wanted him killed
    The Jews at the highest level felt  that Jesus was lethal for the Jewish faith. He claimed to act with the authority of God. And they claimed to defend the honour of God. They had evidence that he was a false prophet, that he had broken the Law, like healing on the Sabbath day, and proclaiming himself and his own knowledge when he should have been commenting on the teaching of others. He had attacked the temple administration. He was destroying the purity of Jewish religious life, with the Pharisees defending the Law, and the aristocratic Sadducees defending the temple with its priests and sacrifices. He was misleading the people.  The Jews were the people of God; they represented him in the world, and they had a mission  to the world. With his actions and claims he had put that in question. The Book of Deuteronomy (18:20) said that false prophets should die. So they determined on the death of Jesus. The only question was how this could be done expeditiously. A night arrest and Roman collaboration was the preferred solution, available in circumstances that could otherwise prove awkward. After all he was popular. To have him crucified would have been very acceptable because thus he would be totally discredited. Cursed be he who hangs on a tree- every Jew knew that (Gal 3:13). It was a question of how to get the Romans involved. If one forgot about the false prophet aspect and presented him as a dangerous political threat, claiming to be a messiah king, then the Romans could not ignore him.

The Roman Involvement
    That was how the Romans then came to be faced with Jesus as a political danger. They had no interest in the niceties of Jewish law. Kill him yourselves, they told the Jews. But the reply came that the Romans had reserved the right of capital punishment to its own administration. Since Pilate showed great reluctance to proceed according to their wishes the Jews eventually are pushed to where they did not want to go. Pilate interrogates Jesus about his claims to kingship. Jesus in reply gives Pilate a lesson on relative and absolute power. The Romans have their day but the kingdom of God is forever. There is another world more powerful than the Romans can possibly understand. Jesus is not afraid. Pilate is impressed, but then he does the unspeakable: he scourges him. And thinking such would be sufficient to discredit Jesus in the eyes of the Jews, astonishingly, they end up making the incredible claim: We have no king but Caesar. They will say anything to frighten Pilate into the despicable; he would have known well that the Jews hated the Romans and that he was just being manipulated into doing their dirty work for them. So there was collusion all the way. And who cares about the truth anyway? We have here a mirror image of the messy world we know too well, repeated times over since the foundation of the world. This is not a tale of old unhappy far off things and battles long ago. It is the stuff of everyday life where lies and collusion figure large in politics and finance and personal relationships. It is called sin by believers and Realpolitik by journalists.

Peter’s Involvement
Meanwhile poor Peter who was a hero in the garden with his sword would become a coward in the High Priests’ courtyard with his lies. He too committed moral suicide, despite his very brave beginnings. People have accused the author of John’s Gospel of maligning the Jews but I do not think anyone has accused him of maligning Peter. Nobody could care less whether or not he maligned the Romans. They have long gone and have left no heirs. But Jews and Christians are still around and there is a history of misery for centuries based on this indictment and execution of Jesus. This is and will remain a very sensitive subject. We should listen very carefully to the prayer we say for the Jews today. Pope Benedict  XVI is in a delicate exchange at the moment about how this prayer should be expressed in Latin in what is now called the extraordinary rite. It was only during the Second Vatican Council that the very offensive prayer then offered for the Jews was changed to what we have today, and which today’s Jews do not find offensive.

John’s Passion
When Jesus dies in John’s passion he does so with serenity. He fulfils the Scriptures perfectly, accepts  the offered drink, declares that all has been accomplished in his mission, bows his head and gives up his spirit.
    He had at least one very rich friend. He is powerful enough to approach Pilate and have the body released for burial. The burial is a magnificent affair. Jesus is interred as a king- three hundred pounds of myrrh and  aloes indicate this.

The Holy Sepulchre
When Constantine was converted to Christianity in 312 AD the world changed from persecution to privilege for Christians. Constantine’s mother St. Helena went to Jerusalem looking for the true cross and is said to have found it in the Holy Sepulchre. The Christians there had maintained their fidelity to that tomb all the centuries. There was never another place indicated as an alternative burial place for Jesus, not until General Gordon decided differently in the nineteenth century. Today the Holy Sepulchre is still the most famous shrine for Christians. No doubt it will figure on most TV screens round the Christian world, still the witness to the Passion and Death of Jesus. And for those of us who are believers it is also the place from where he came back with his human body and soul from the dead.  But that story belongs to the Easter Vigil and the celebrations of Easter Sunday. For now we continue with Good Friday ceremonies, praying for the whole world, venerating the cross on our knees, and receiving Holy Communion before going away somewhat bereft into the symbolic bleakness that would be life had there never been a resurrection.


                            Richard J.Taylor

Easter Sunday Morning 2009                                                          Boarbank Hall

                  “That he must rise from the dead” (Jn 20:9)
    It seems that one thing was clear  about the apostles’ dispositions: none of them expected Jesus to rise from the dead. This may seem amazing since he had made three predictions of his passion and had said that he would rise from the dead. Perhaps those who wrote about the apostolic experience were asking too much from the apostles. Or perhaps the original witnesses were no longer there when our gospels came to be written. And hence we have the vagueness and assertiveness of incomprehension.

The clearest fact
The death of Jesus was a dreadful shock for the apostles. Virtually all of them had disappeared by the time he died in those awful circumstances. It must have appeared to be one of the greatest disillusionments in all history. He had promised so much and had delivered so much, and then seemed to be snuffed out by second order people who would not be admired by any one,  people who could not in any way match him in compassion and concern. 

What happened to Jesus?
    First of all it must be clear that at the heart of the resurrection is Jesus himself, the Son of Mary, the Son of God. If both of these assertions were not true then the whole thing would have been nothing more than an empty myth. The entire meaning of the Incarnation had to do with what happens when that other unseen world intersects with our world. If that were not so what could the whole Jesus narrative have been all about? This point is not always clear as we listen to and read this week’s Christian commentators on resurrection. They keep on talking about resurrection and morality, about the meaning of life personal and social expressed in the life, passion, death and resurrection of Jesus. They see the parallels between our daily experience and our gospel experience. Why all the greed? Why all the banking scandals? Why all the egoism? Most believers think of  God becoming man in terms of what it means to be human beings living in a human and humanising society…and being rebuffed by people who see it totally differently. But there is more to be said.

The Apostles
 Putting it quite simply the apostles experienced the end of the world. What does that mean? The experience of  ultimate reality was given to them, and the way of living out that reality. One had to go back to the beginning. Something had gone wrong in the Garden of Eden. Misery had set in with ‘disobedience’ and ruined everything ever after that. The Jews had been chosen to mediate and exemplify God’s way on earth. They were to show love for each other, for everyone on earth, for  the world animate and inanimate. The peace destroyed in the garden was to be restored one day. Goodness would reign on earth for ever. Jesus came, lived out goodness, suffered all the misery of humanity, was eliminated for being so good, and came back in resurrection. God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself. The Creator God was the redeeming God. Now having experienced that preach that!  Such was the mission given the first witnesses. But how?


The Church
Were we not believers, were we not the Church we would know little of this. The language of creation and new creation comes from the Old and New Testaments. For most people  today ‘new creation’ is the name given by Yves St.Laurent and Balmain and Lagerfeldt and others for the clothing they force on faceless anaemic models to parade on a passerella in front of applauding oddities.  If uninformed of their provenance I could certainly feel that this surely is a specialised advert for Oxfam. Indeed one’s gentle nature could be affected with pity. These poor mindless girls need help.  Well, let us allow ourselves a little fun on Easter morning. They mock our liturgy; why can we not poke a little fun at the seriousness with which they conduct their own- so delightfully called ‘the rag trade’?  But it illustrates deliciously the heights to which some of our contemporaries culturally, even religiously, aspire.
The New Creation however is different for believers. The Church of the apostles bodied forth its meaning. The communities believing in  Jesus raised from the dead realised  the true meaning of faith and sin and salvation. They taught us the importance of all humanity being loved in God’s eyes, because they lived it out as relationships. Everyone should be treated the way that Jesus treated them. And this is impossible unless we recognize our selfishness  and sinfulness, and that we should repent, and learn to grow in respect for others, and create communities where people are loved and cared for. That we are a human family with a common and eternal destiny for happiness. The Church is the place where the new creation is daily lived as relationships. It is found in guesthouses and nursing homes which are not constructed for money, not advertised as abortion clinics or places to commit suicide and call it dignity.  Grace and peace are the Easter message: these are the fruits of resurrection. And believers should be and are the first to love all creation from life’s first beginning to its natural close, loving all nature through spring and winter. When we love this marvellous spring day, this Easter Day, with the blossoms and flowers everywhere, and greenery coming in profusion, this is consonant with Easter blessings. We love it the more because we went through the winter of privation, whether it be the harsh season with its bad weather or giving things up for Lent. It is all of a piece. It is all God’s world. The old creation and the new creation go together for the believer. The same Jesus who died in agony came back in glory, greeting the disciples with words of peace.

Conclusion
 Today we recite the creed differently for we renew our baptismal vows in the context of the act of faith. It gives us a chance of thinking in depth about the values we are committed to. Many of us, I am sure, will be thinking of our children and friends and relatives who once made the journey of faith with us and now profess their faith no more. We are in solidarity on this issue. We hope that while such family and friends make their pilgrimage without the helps that we have they will still maintain those human and humanising standards that is the stuff of martyrs, the meaning of the resurrection. We take seriously Satan and pomps and moral collapse and the way with which under pressure and recession people can be forced to take a path they do not want to follow.
We want the best for everyone, and always. A happy feast to you all.


                            Richard J.Taylor


