THE RELEVANCE OF THE CROSS (I COR. 1:18-25)

MY WIFE, Emmy Lou, taught kindergarten @ Trinity School in Atlanta, which was for

     many years located at Trinity Presbyterian Church.   When kindergarten. let out each day, it  was the custom for the children & teachers to wait outside for the parents of the

       to pick them up.  

        +  like many churches, Trinity Pres. had a steeple with a cross at its top.

        +  one day after school a little boy from a Jewish family was waiting for his

                mother to arrive.  He happened to look up at the steeple of the church

   
    and asked:  Miss Emmy, what is that lower-case “t” doing on top of


    that building?

Nothing in his life-experience resonated with the cross atop the church spire!  The

     same, no doubt may be said of so many, young or old, in today’s world.

THIS WAS CERTAINLY TRUE in the time of the Apostle Paul, for he knew that there    

     was almost nothing in the experience of Gentile or Jew that resonated with the cross of   

       Jesus Christ.   Here is what Paul said, as translated in Eugene Peterson’s book,   

       The Message:

          “While Jews clamor for miraculous demonstrations and Greeks go in for

            philosophical wisdom,    we go right on proclaiming Christ, the Crucified ----

             Jews treat this as an anti-miracle – and Greeks pass it off as absurd.”

     Of course, I have some sympathy for the Jew and Gentile, whether of the first or of

     the twenty-first century  ---  or the centuries in between,  because neither religion      

      nor reason, as commonly understood, prepare us for impact of the Cross of  Christ.       

IT IS TOLD THAT, during the Civil War, a group of Union soldiers were working hard

     at getting their gun and its carriage out of the mud beside a road.  A chaplain, with

     Bible under his arm, came along, stopped, and asked:  Do you know who died on the

     Cross to save you from your sins?
         To which one of the soldiers replied with disgust:   Don’t ask us any riddles … Can’t you see we’re stuck in the mud?

         That may be the response of many in other & in our times.

     But the Cross presents us with something much more than a riddle –for in it we face

     all the deepest mysteries of existence:   evil, innocence, suffering, and death – and,

     most of all, love undiminished and undying. 

THE QUESTION, so appropriate for this Lenten Season, then, is:  What is the 

     relevance of the Cross? 

       +  When we use the word relevant, we have to ask, relevant to what? –as David


  H.C. Read once said.

       + This means, when we speak of the relevance of the Cross, we are not thinking


  about immediate needs.
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+  David Read reminded us that immediate needs change the meaning of the word     

              relevant….  IF your immediate need is to get across the street, then the toot


  of a horn will be  more relevant to you than the symphonies of Beethoven.


  IF your immediate need is to get to Chicago, then an airline schedule will be


       be more relevant to you than the Sermon on the Mount.

To speak, then, of the relevance of the Cross, is to move beyond our immediate needs, 

     and to refer to our deeper, enduring needs as human beings.

JUST HERE IS THE RELEVANCE OF THE CROSS: 

     Because it deals with the deepest cleft in human nature ---- a cleft that IMPAIRS

     our relation to God & neighbor, & impoverishes our own selfhood.      

THE APOSTLE PAUL knew about this cleft in himself.  In the 7th chap. of Romans,

     he lamented, “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.”

          +  I know of no clearer picture of polarity in a person’s life than this!

          
      The Apostle’s experience of inner division was, no doubt, far more intense


          than any of us have known.   But the difference between us and the

                     Apostle is a difference of degree, not of kind.

          +  Probably all of us this morning have felt some sense of inner division in our

          lives.  The sense of guilt that seeps up into consciousness from time to

              time, is, I think, a sign the cleft within.  Someone once confessed,

                                 “I’ve been on so many guilt trips, I should be getting  
                                                      frequent flyer points!

         +  So:  what is to be done about this cleft within?  

         +  Writing after the First World War a historian once said: 

      “ In the Revolution, we Americans won a victory over our fathers;


        In the Civil War, we won a victory over our brothers;


        In the World War, we won a victory over our neighbors.


        It remains to be seen, if we will now win a victory over ourselves!”

WHAT ENABLED THE APOSTLE PAUL to win a victory over himself?  He 

     found healing for the cleft in his life by surrendering himself to the love 

     of God revealed in the Cross.   Only someone who had known the 

     power of this love could write the 13th chapter in the First Corinthian Letter.

       St. Paul tells us in his Galatian letter about what the Cross meant to him:

          “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live,

                 but Christ who lives in me;

            and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God,

                who loved me and gave himself for me.”             (Gal. 2:20)
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ONE OF THE CHARGES brought against the Apostle Paul by his opponents

     in Galatia was that he was trying to curry favor with  new Gentile converts by

     removing the standards they would have to meet when they joined the church.  

        +  True, Paul did not require Gentile Christians to follow the requirements                      

                     of the Law of Moses such as circumcision and dietary rules.  

         + “Ah, Paul,” they said, “you are just trying to be popular -- you are

                    lowering the bar for these Gentiles who don’t know any better.”
         +  But, as a matter of fact, Paul was not making it easier;  he was making it

                    harder !!  What Paul was asking the new Christians to do was to accept

        the love of God as received in the Cross and to let this be the power     

                    and guiding principle of their lives.

         +   The Apostle was not asking for outer conformity to the Law – he was asking

        for an inner transformation brought about by love.

IN A RECENT ARTICLE, PARKER PALMER has helped us to understand the      

     relevance of the Cross (from article. “The Broken-Open Heart,” in Weavings,

     XXIV:2, March/April 2009)

          +  He made the observation that “violence arises when we do not know

  
       what else to do with our suffering.”

         +  Perhaps Parker Palmer was referring to the fact that there seem to be just


       two ways to deal with suffering:  one is isolation from others, even from


       from God, and, pushed to its limit, isolation ends in violence;  but the other

       
       way to deal with suffering is involvement and identification, allowing the


       suffering to enable us to share the suffering of others, and even to grasp

                   a bit more of the meaning of Jesus’ suffering on the Cross.

        +  Parker Palmer puts the emphasis on the fact that transforming suffering      

    into NEW LIFE is at the  heart of the Christian tradition.   In witness to 

    this truth, he  tells this Hasidic tale:


        +  A disciple asks the rebbe:  “Why does Torah tell us to “place these

             words upon our hearts”?  Why does it not tell us to place these  

                        holy words in our hearts?    
                   +  The rebbe replies:

                         “It is because, as we are, our hearts are closed,


                    and we cannot place the holy words in our hearts.  

                          So, we place them on top of our hearts.     

                               and there they stay until, one day, 

                               the heart breaks and the words fall in.”

           +  Then Parker Palmer said:

                 “In Christian tradition, the broken-open heart is virtually
                          indistinguishable from the image of the cross.  

                  It was on the cross that God’s heart was broken for the sake

                          of humankind, broken open into a love

                          that Christ’s followers are called to emulate.”
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 If you and I are to contribute to the healing of the world, Parker Palmer continued,

        we will ourselves follow “a cruciform way of life.”  

        To live a cruciform way of life, the Apostle Paul well knew, was not easier,
          it was far more difficult than a life lived under the Law of Moses…

          because it is a life lived by the power of God’s love revealed in the Cross.

HOWARD THURMAN WROTE MOVINGLY about the kind of love 
     we find revealed in the Cross.  This is what he said:

                      “Love abides when all else sickens and dies


                From sheer revulsion and disgust ….

           
          It meets people where they are – sometimes cruel,


               Sometimes lustful, sometimes greedy;


               Often callous, mean, of low design, ----

          And treats them there, as if they were full grown


               And crowned with all that God would have them be -------- 


          For love’s sake and love’s alone, people do with joyous hope


               And tender joy what no command of Heaven, Hell or Life


               Could force of them


               If love were not.”                          (The Growing Edge  p. 22)

THE LAST FOUR OF THOSE LINES BEAR REPEATING. 

     Listen once more:

                         “For love’s sake and love’s alone, 

                                people do with joyous hope and tender joy


             what no command of Heaven, Hell or Life



                   could force of them



                        if love were not.”

WHAT WILL PEOPLE DO FOR LOVE’S SAKE & LOVE ALONE?  

     +  When John Buchanan was moderator of the PCUSA, he had an

     
unforgettable experience when he visited in Croatia a month after


the ceasefire there.  He saw the devastation that had visited on the


country:  schools – hospitals – libraries – town halls – even a little


Reformed church in one village.

     +  While in Croatia, he visited the city of Ocijek and met Antol Bolag, 


a Christian businessman who decided to commit his life to Christian


Mission, and had signed on with the Agape Project, a refugee


service and resettlement initiative connected to the Evangelical


Seminary and funded, in part, by our One Great Hour of Sharing.

     +  Antol’s job was to bring together materials and labor & coordinate the 


 rebuilding of Muslim villages destroyed by the Serbians.  He was


working with a Muslim village chief to rebuild this particular village

            and resettle its exiled occupants.

     +  Antol noticed that the rebuilding plans did not include the Mosque


that had been leveled.  He said to the village chief:  Why no Mosque?
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The chief replied:  You are Christians aren’t you?  Why would you

                 help us rebuild our house of worship?”

And Antol was able to answer:
       We will help you rebuild your Mosque 

            because we are followers of Jesus,

     and he told us to love our neighbors


     and he told a story about a man who stopped beside the road


          to help a stranger, 

                           whose religion was different, 

               but whose need was very human.

          (The Rev. John  Buchanan, in “An Address Given to the Association of 


Presbyterian Colleges and Universities,” in A Point of View, Vol. II, #1,


2001, published by the Presbyterian Church, USA) 

    +  That is what Antol Bolag would do for love’s sake and love alone! ---


Because he knew the love of God revealed in Christ’s Cross,


he was able and willing to take the journey, as Ellen Goodman


once put it, between “I” and “We”.   

WHAT JESUS DID ON THE CROSS was done “for love’s sake, and

    love alone”. 

         If this be folly to those whose chosen path is the way of reason,

              then folly it must be.  

        And if this be a stumbling block to those who need something

             far more spectacular, then an stumbling block it must be.  

       But for us here gathered, and, indeed, for others across the world,

             the Cross offers not folly, but love’s deepest logic,


     and it offers, not an obstacle, but a new road toward God’s 

                       realm of justice, and mercy, and peace.

       May it be so!  Amen.

