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    Prelude


    

      I DARE TO WRITE ABOUT GOD, which is, admittedly, an audacious undertaking. That a bit of sentient soil would venture to say something about the nature of the ineffable eternal must seem like the most absurd of fool’s errands. And yet I venture. I cannot help myself. The depth of my fascination with the One who is the answer to the question of why there is something instead of nothing makes it impossible for me to remain silent on the subject. I sympathize with King David when he said, “While I mused, the fire burned; then I spoke with my tongue” (Ps 39:3). And when I dare to speak about God, I do so not as the idly curious but as a reverent worshiper. I seek to understand God not as a cold and dispassionate scientist—a God-ologist, if you will—but as one who prays, worships, and kneels before his maker.


      In seeking to understand God, I am not starting from square one—far from it. Theologically, I am not tasked with harnessing fire or inventing the wheel. I am the heir of a venerable theological tradition, among the grateful recipients of received revelation that has been passed down for millennia. I am working from the sacred text that is the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. In daring to write about God I do so with the language given to us in the Bible. I can truthfully say that my thinking is saturated in Scripture—the Bible is my primary vocabulary. Yet as essential as Scripture is, to say that the Bible clearly reveals the nature of God is to oversimplify the matter.


      The Bible is a sprawling collection of texts often unwieldy and difficult to interpret. While some may speak glibly of the alleged perspicuity of Scripture, we nevertheless must acknowledge the uncomfortable reality of what Christian Smith has called “pervasive interpretive pluralism.”1 In other words, no matter how ardently we hold to the inspiration of Scripture and insist on its clarity, the text must be interpreted, and there is no denying we are far from universal agreement on biblical interpretation. Thus it behooves us to approach the task of theological interpretation with a good deal of humility.


      In seeking to interpret the biblical text with a goal of gaining insight into the nature of God, we need a way of positioning ourselves within Scripture. We need to locate an interpretive center—a focal point from which we can interpret the rest of the Bible. We need to locate the heart of the Bible. As a Christian, I have a ready and, what seems to me, obvious location for the heart of the Bible: the cross. In the Christian gospel, everything leads to the cross and proceeds from it.


      If the Bible is ultimately the grand saga of human redemption through divine intervention, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is literally the crux of the story. The cross is the axis upon which the biblical story turns. Who is God? God is the one who was crucified between two criminals on Good Friday. Hints at the nature of God are subsumed into a full unveiling of the divine nature at Golgotha. On Good Friday the true nature of God is on full display in Jesus of Nazareth crucified. God is the crucified one. And yet, nothing is more central to the theological vocation than interpreting the meaning of God as revealed in the crucified Christ. Theologians must gather worshipfully around the cross of Christ and speak from there. All that can truthfully be said about God is somehow present at the cross.


      Yet I suspect that what can be said about God revealed in the crucified Christ is as infinite as God’s own being. Though we can begin talking about the meaning of the cross, we can never conclude the conversation. The four living creatures around the throne of God who day and night sing, “Holy, holy, holy, / the Lord God the Almighty, / who was and is and is to come” (Rev 4:8), are not automatons on infinite repeat, but angels granted an infinite series of glimpses into the ever-unfolding glory of God. Every eruption of their thrice-holy adoration is a reflexive response to a new glimpse of God’s glory. How the seraphim gather around the throne of God is how theologians should gather around the cross of Christ.


      The meaning of the cross is not singular, but kaleidoscopic. Each turn of a kaleidoscope reveals a new geometric image. This is how we must approach our interpretation of the cross—through the eyepiece of a theological kaleidoscope. That the word kaleidoscope is a Greek word meaning “beautiful form” makes this all the more apropos. I believe it is safe to assume there are an infinite number of ways of viewing the cross of Christ as the beautiful form that saves the world. In this book I seek to share some of the beautiful forms I see as I gaze upon the cross through my theological kaleidoscope.


      Then there is the matter of how to speak of what is seen through the theological kaleidoscope. Not all theological language is the same. Though in modernity we have a penchant for technical prose when engaging in theological conversation, earlier ages—and the Bible itself—have a fondness for the less precise but also less limiting language of poetry. Theopoetics is, in part, an attempt to speak of the divine in more poetic language. It is an attempt to rise above the dull and prosaic world of matter-of-fact dogma that tends to shut down further conversation. If in this book I occasionally veer away from prose to employ slightly more poetic language in how I see the cross, this should not be regarded as fanciful, but as the best recourse I could find to describe the truth I believe the Spirit is helping me to see. It’s an invitation to consider something new. With that, let us begin what I hope will be a kaleidoscopic and theopoetic conversation about the wood between the worlds.


    


    Advent 2022


  









  


  [image: ]

  The Wood Between
the Worlds


  

    

      There’s blood on the wood between the worlds.


      BOB AYALA


    


  


  

    WHEN WE LOOK AT A CRUCIFIX what do we see? A naked man nailed to a tree. A macabre image of bleeding flesh fastened to wood by cold iron. Viewed objectively it’s abhorrent—like those ghastly photos of lynchings. Strangely, many find solace as they look upon a depiction of this naked man nailed to a tree. Finding comfort in such death is a mystery we will explore. But most modern people find it neither ghastly nor consoling—for them it’s just a banal religious cliché barely noticed. On canvas and wood, in stone and metal, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ has been painted, carved, sculpted, and molded billions of times. Billions! Everyone has seen a crucifix. Its long history and sheer ubiquity have rendered it almost invisible. Yet if we give just a moment of serious consideration to a crucifix it is still capable of shocking us, if for no other reason than it is such an outrageous anthropological absurdity.


    From our beginning, we Homo sapiens have created images as a way of representing and interpreting our world. We took up painting while living in caves. Those located in Cáceres, Spain, are sixty-four thousand years old! We’ve been doing this for a long time. Clearly, we are a species given to symbolic artistic endeavor. It’s not tangential to our being—it’s central. Whether in primitive cave paintings or masterpieces housed in museums, we have sought to depict through art that which gives meaning to our lives. Art is a window into the human imagination.


    Now reflect upon this strange fact: our single most depicted story-image is of a man nailed to a tree. Considered from an anthropological point of view, how bizarre it is that Jesus of Nazareth portrayed as crucified is the most replicated work of art in human history! This must indicate something deeply significant about the human experience. Of course religion is at work here. Christians bring meaning to the crucifixion by confessing that the crucified one is, in fact, God. Nevertheless, the religious element doesn’t explain everything. Depictions of deities and their avatars have been common throughout history, be it Ra shining like the sun, Krishna riding triumphantly in his chariot, or Buddha sitting in the tranquil bliss of enlightenment. But the depiction of a tortured god nailed to a tree is not something we would expect. A crucified god is an absurd incongruity, yet it’s the event we have depicted the most. That must mean something!


    Ask yourself this question: What would alien visitors to our planet make of our billions of crucifixes? I once saw a cartoon that illustrates this point. Two space aliens who have just landed their flying saucer on Earth are standing in front of a life-sized crucifix, like the kind you can find along roadsides in Spain. One alien says to the other, “You know what we need to do? We need to get the f— out of here, that’s what we need to do.” The expletive accentuates the absurdist humor. The cartoon may be somewhat profane, but it also alerts us to how shocking and unsettling a crucifix is when considered objectively. The aliens have concluded that a planet whose inhabitants erect public depictions of crucifixions is probably not a safe place—and they are not wrong.


    The space alien cartoon is not the first to use the crucifixion as its subject matter. Around AD 200 someone scratched a blasphemous graffiti on a plaster wall in Rome, evidently intended to mock a Christian by the name of Alexamenos. It depicts a crucified man with the head of a donkey, while a young man worships the crucified victim. An inscription in misspelled Greek reads, “Alexamenos worships his god.”


    

        [image: An ancient graffiti image depicts a young man worshipping a crucified, donkey-headed figure.]


        

          Alexamenus graffito, Le Crucifix du Palatin c. 200


        


      


      

        This ancient piece of Roman graffiti, known as the "Alexamenos Graffito," shows a young man with one of his arms raised in worship toward a donkey-headed figure in front of him on a cross. The crucified donkey-man has several spots of blood on its upper body and is looking down at the young man. Scrolled across the entire lower half of the artwork is a Greek inscription that seems to be mocking a Christian named Alexamenos. The condescending words approximately translate to "Alexamenos worships his god." 


      


    Clearly someone thought it comical that Alexamenos worshiped the god of the Christians—a Galilean Jew who had been crucified by the Roman governor Pontius Pilate. What did Alexamenos think of this insult? We may know. In a room adjacent to where the blasphemous graffiti was found, another graffiti written in another hand reads, “Alexamenos is faithful.” This is a fascinating glimpse into the world of early Christianity—a time long before the worship of a crucified god could be dismissed as cliché.


    

      A CAMINO OF CRUCIFIXES



      My wife and I have walked the five-hundred-mile Francés route on the Camino de Santiago across northern Spain numerous times, but our first trek began (by happy accident) on Holy Cross Day, September 14. On this feast day dedicated to the cross itself, I sensed the Holy Spirit giving me some specific instructions for our forty-day pilgrimage:


      Enter every church you can.


      Pay attention to the crucifix.


      Ask what does this mean?


      Don’t be too quick to give an answer.


      For forty days and five hundred miles I paid attention to hundreds of crucifixes, always asking what it meant and resisting easy answers. It was a profound spiritual exercise.


      In the Protestant world crucifixes are uncommon, and in many denominations, they are altogether absent. Instead of portraying Christ as crucified, many Protestant churches have opted for an abstract symbol of a cross. Ostensibly it represents the same thing, but absent a crucified Christ it is easy to sanitize the cross to a prosaic theological formula. A geometric design of two interesting lines does not evoke the pathos of a crucifix. Geometry doesn’t tell a story.


      As a Protestant I had not been around the life-sized crucifixes found in Catholic churches on a regular basis, but now I was encountering them several times a day. Contemplating them was a powerful reminder that the crucifixion of Jesus Christ was not an equation in a salvation formula; it was an event. It was something that happened within history. Because I was on pilgrimage, I wasn’t seeing the same crucifix over and over. Instead, I saw hundreds of different crucifixes, but they were not mass-produced copies. Each crucifix, whether in a grand cathedral or in a small village chapel, was an original. In some Jesus was serene, in others he was in anguish. In some Jesus was still alive, in others he had already died. Some were strangely beautiful, while others accentuated the horror. One of my favorites stood in a tiny hilltop chapel near Zabaldika, surrounded by hundreds of green Post-it notes, giving it the appearance of Jesus crucified in a verdant forest. Upon closer inspection the notes were prayer requests written by pilgrims. The crucified Christ in a forest of prayer was an exceptionally peaceful place.


       

        [image: Neon-green, arrow-shaped post-it notes serve as the backdrop to a crucifix.]


        

          Zabaldika crucifix, Navarre, Spain


        


      


      

        This photo shows a large crucifix that hangs in a church in Navarre, Spain, on the famous Camino de Santiago. Behind the crucifix and to the side of it are hundreds, perhaps more than a thousand, neon-green, arrow-shaped post-it notes that have been left by previous pilgrims traveling the Camino.


      


      For six weeks I saw different crucifixes every day, and as I walked, I meditated on what it meant that when the Son of God came into the world he was nailed to a tree. I heeded the Spirit’s admonition to resist a quick answer. This is the bane of tidy atonement theories. The idea that we can sum up the meaning of the crucifixion in a sentence or two borders on the blasphemous. Atonement theories have an unfortunate tendency to reduce the crucifixion to a single meaning. This is an enormous mistake. If you’re going to dabble in atonement theories, at least keep it plural. Reducing the cross to a single meaning quarantines the cross so it doesn’t touch too many areas of our lives.


      The crucifixion means everything. Everything that can be known about God is in some way present at the cross.


      

        It’s the pinnacle of divine self-disclosure, the eternal moment of forgiveness, divine solidarity with human suffering, the enduring model of discipleship, the supreme demonstration of divine love, the beauty that saves the world, the re-founding of the world around an axis of love, the overthrow of the satan, the shaming of the principalities and powers, the unmasking of mob violence, the condemnation of state violence, the exposé of political power, the abolition of war, the sacrifice to end sacrificing, the great divide of humankind, the healing center of the cosmos, the death by which death is conquered, the Lamb upon the throne, the tree of life recovered and revealed. And with this brief list of interpretations, I’ve come nowhere near exhausting the meaning of the cross, for indeed the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is an inexhaustible revelation of who God is.


      


      This book is my humble attempt to communicate some of the mysteries I’ve glimpsed while meditating on Christ crucified. I’ve written all my books with a candle burning in front of a Byzantine cross icon sitting on my writing desk. I want Christ crucified to preside over every book I write, but especially this one. I won’t try to “sum up” what the cross means, as doing so would be to treat the cross dismissively. Instead, I want to muse on the deep mystery of the cross. Rather than searching for a final word, I seek an eternal recurrence of holy awe.


      I want to be drawn into a contemplative orbit around the cross. Because along with everything else the cross is, it is the epicenter of Christian faith. At the center of the gospel we don’t find perennial wisdom spirituality, proverbial advice on how to achieve success, or “practical sermons” that you can “apply to your life.” What we find is the disorienting story of the God-Man nailed to a tree. Christ crucified is ever and always the true focus of the gospel proclamation.


      This is why the apostle Paul told the Corinthians that in proclaiming the mystery of God, he determined to know nothing except Jesus Christ and him crucified (1 Cor 2:2). As we look at the cross, we encounter the mystery of God, not an atonement theory. I don’t want to reduce the cross to one of the Four Spiritual Laws or a waypoint on the Roman Road or a single sentence in a statement of faith. We don’t need a technical manual on the cross, we need something more like a theopoetics of the cross.


      The cross of Christ is the wood between the worlds.


      There is the world that was and the world to come,


      and in between those two worlds


      is the wood upon which the Son of God was hung.


    


    

    

      A TALE OF TWO TREES



      Trees abound at the beginning of the Bible. At the center of our paradisiacal innocence that was Eden, there were two mysterious trees—the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Both trees were blessed by God, but the fruit of the second tree eaten out of season was poisonous. And that’s when the trouble began. Loss of innocence, shame and blame, banishment and exile followed. Adam and Eve were forced to venture into a world bereft of the tree of life. Outside the gates of Eden the specter of death awaited them. The first death did not come from Adam or Eve having grown old, but when their firstborn slew their second son. (Was it with a wooden club fashioned from a tree as Pietro Novelli depicts in a famous painting?)


      After his crime Cain fled east of Eden to found the first city. And the blood of all the slain Abels throughout history cries against the violence that is the foundation of human civilization. We live in the world that war hath wrought. Cain inaugurated the pattern that all great empires would follow, what the Bible cryptically calls Babylon. Cain’s fratricidal DNA is found in the genetics of every empire: Call your brother other and enemy. Tell yourself it must be done. Slay the indigenous Abels. Hide the bodies. Lie to yourself and God about it. Move further away from Eden. Repeat, repeat, repeat . . .


      This is the world that was, and in many ways still is. But in the midst of history something has happened. The tree of life has been found again. This eternal tree was first planted by God in paradise and then lost to the sons of Adam and daughters of Eve when the gates of Eden closed behind them. But this time, the tree of life was not planted in paradise; it was planted upon a skull-like hill called Golgotha. It’s a forlorn tree having but two branches. It was, in fact, a killing tree. Its strange and bitter fruit was death for all who hung upon it. Golgotha’s tree embraced living men and released them only once they were dead.


      This was the tree upon which the living One was hung. Jesus of Nazareth. The Christ. The Son of Man. The Son of God. The Lamb of God. The Word of God. The Logos made flesh. The New Adam. The way, the truth, and the life. Crucifixion can extinguish the life of those who are already dead in their sins and trespasses, but this is no mere son of Adam; this is the Son of the living God. “‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam became a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor 15:45). The Son of God entered the world of the dead and dying children of Adam as one possessing the spirit of life—and “the life of the flesh is in the blood” (Lev 17:11). When the blood of the Son of God stained the wood that stood upon Skull Hill, it became the tree of life. What once was lost behind the closed gates of Eden has now been found. The cross of Christ is the tree of life. Our long exile east of Eden is over and we can at last return home. The tree of life has forever opened the once-closed gates of paradise (Rev 2:7; 21:25; 22:14).


      The cross of Christ is the wood between the worlds—the world that was and the world to come.


      At the end of the Nicene Creed, Christians confess, “we look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.” According to our great confession there is a world to come—a world whose eschatological vision is set forth at the end of the Bible with these exceedingly hopeful words:


      

        See, the home of God is among mortals.


        He will dwell with them;


        they will be his peoples,


        and God himself will be with them and be their God;


        he will wipe every tear from their eyes.


        Death will be no more;


        mourning and crying and pain will be no more,


        for the first things have passed away. (Rev 21:3-4)


      


      Christians confess that the world to come is somehow made possible by the cross of Christ. As in C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, the wood between the worlds is a portal. In this world of sin and death we do not despair because we believe the cross will transport us to a world where, in the beloved words of Lady Julian, “All will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of things will be well.”1


      Space aliens looking at a crucifix may see nothing but a graphic testament to a violent world, but we who believe the gospel story see something else. We see the place where an old world died with the death of Christ, and we see the act of redemption that opened the door to a world made new. Mel Gibson’s Passion of the Christ had its flaws, but anachronistically placing “See, I am making all things new” (Rev 21:5) in the mouth of Jesus as he carries his cross to Golgotha was a sophisticated artistic and theological move. The cross really is the point from which the world is made new. And though we still await the full arrival of the new Jerusalem, those in Christ inhabit the liminal space of the now and not yet. Clearly, we are still part of the old world that is passing away, but we also belong, even now, to the new creation to come.


      Saint Paul says it like this: “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; look, new things have come into being” (2 Cor 5:17). From the vantage of the wood between the worlds we see both realities at the same time. We see the broken world that everyone else sees, but we also catch glimpses of the beautiful world to come. Inspired by what we see in the world to come, we advocate for its possibility here and now. This is part of the prophetic task of the church. In his book Reality, Grief, Hope, Walter Brueggemann says the three prophetic tasks of the church are to tell the truth in a society that lives in illusion, grieve in a society that practices denial, and express hope in a society that lives in despair.2 And the cross is always the primary source for the church’s prophetic witness.


    


    

    

      THE SCANDAL OF THE CROSS



      If we encountered the aliens before they fled in their flying saucer and attempted some extraterrestrial evangelism by explaining that the crucifix is a retelling of what happened to God when he visited our planet, but that his crucifixion was, in fact, the act which saves the world . . . well, I can imagine some alien incredulity. But perhaps no more than what the apostles encountered in the Greco-Roman world of late antiquity. The apostle Paul readily admitted that for his Jewish audience the message of a crucified messiah was an outrageous scandal, while his Gentile audience found the very notion of a crucified god laughable and foolish (1 Cor 1:23).


      The gospel is not sensible advice on how to have a better life. If what Paul and subsequent Christians claim about the cross is not true, it is either a scandalous blasphemy or a ludicrous joke. Put bluntly, the cross is an offence. Its meaning is not clear to either religious expectations or common sense. If in the time of the apostles you were trying to invent a religion with mass appeal, you wouldn’t place a crucifixion at the center of it. A sacrificial or heroic death, perhaps, but not a crucifixion.


      At the dawn of Christianity, crucifixion was so repulsive that the word itself was avoided in polite company. Fleming Rutledge observes, “The cross is by a very long way the most irreligious object ever to find its way into the heart of faith.”3 Midway through the first century AD, who could have predicted that within a few hundred years there would be millions of people who believed that a crucified Jew from Galilee is indeed the Son of God and Savior of the world? Yet this is exactly what happened. Significantly, the apostles and first evangelists didn’t try to prove the gospel of the cross; they proclaimed it. Their gospel message wasn’t an analytic explanation; it was a shocking announcement. They proclaimed a message that had at its center what contemporary society considered the vilest concept imaginable: crucifixion. And as improbable as it seems, this message eventually turned the Roman world upside down and altered the course of Western civilization.


      How do we explain this? In a word, resurrection. The Romans crucified hundreds of thousands of people, most of them slaves and rebels. Crucifixion was horrific but not uncommon. From the point of view of those who passed by Golgotha on Good Friday, there was nothing unique in the crucifixion of the Galilean who hung in the center of three crosses. What is unique is Easter. Christ the crucified is also Christ the risen. When we speak of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ it is always in light of the resurrection. It is the light shining from the empty tomb that illuminates the cross so that we can understand it correctly. When we speak of the crucified Christ, we always mean the crucified-risen Christ. To properly interpret the crucifixion and the resurrection they must always be held together. What Saint Peter said to the Sanhedrin is the foundation for understanding the cross: “The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree” (Acts 5:30). The tree of Calvary is the wood between the old world dominated by death and the new world animated by resurrection. And it’s in this light that we can begin to explore what it all means.
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  The Singularity
of Good Friday


  

    

      Terrible fruit was on the tree


      In the acre of Gethsemane;


      For us by Calvary’s distress


      The wine was rackèd from the press;


      Now in our altar-vessels stored


      Is the sweet Vintage of our Lord.


      GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS, “BARNFLOOR AND WINEPRESS”


    


  


  

    MOST OF US INSTINCTIVELY ASSOCIATE Good Friday with the forgiveness of sins, and that instinct is correct.1 Something happened on Good Friday that makes the forgiveness of all sins possible. But how does this forgiveness work? Saint Paul says, “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3). But what does that mean? Did Christ’s death somehow restore honor to an insulted omnipotent monarch as some have suggested? Is the crucifixion a ghastly appeasement of an offended deity through the torture and execution of an innocent victim? On Good Friday did God vent his anger by brutally killing his Son so he could finally find the wherewithal to forgive? Are we to imagine that John 3:16 actually means God so hated the world that he killed his only begotten Son? No, imposing the primitive notion of a sacrificial appeasement upon the cross is what N. T. Wright describes as “the paganizing of atonement theology.”2


    If we construe an idea that atonement means the appeasement of God’s anger through the violent abuse of his Son, we have viewed the cross through a pagan lens. The events of Good Friday are not God punishing his Son. Wright explains,


    

      If we arrive at that conclusion, we know that we have not just made a trivial mistake that could be easily corrected, but a major blunder. We have portrayed God not as the generous Creator, the loving Father, but as an angry despot. That idea belongs not to the biblical picture of God, but with pagan beliefs.3


    


    The cross is not what God inflicts in order to forgive; the cross is what God in Christ endures as he forgives. This is an essential and enormous clarification! At the cross the Son does not act as an agent of change upon the Father. Orthodox theology has always insisted that God is not subject to change or mutation. Rather, God is immutable. Thus the cross is not where Jesus changes God but where Jesus reveals God. On Good Friday Jesus does not save us from God; Jesus reveals God as Savior! We don’t have to imagine the Son pacifying an angry Father in order to understand Good Friday as the epicenter of forgiveness.


    But if the point is not appeasement, how do we associate Good Friday with forgiveness? Allow me to suggest that we think about it like this: On Good Friday the sin of the world coalesced into a hideous singularity that upon the cross it might be forgiven en masse.


    

      THE EPICENTER OF HISTORY



      The cross really is the wood between the worlds because it is the true center of history. Everything leads up to and flows from the cross. The death of God upon a tree is not just some event within history, but the event that defines and explains, reveals and redeems all of history. However we understand the origin of sin within the human story, its trajectory moves inevitably toward Good Friday. And however we understand the salvation of the world, the task given by the Father to the Son, it all flows forth from the eternal moment within time when Jesus, nailed to the wood between the worlds, prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Lk 23:34). From that moment both our primordial past and our most distant future fall under the redeeming work of grace.


      The “Father, forgive them” moment upon the cross is not when Jesus changed the mercurial mind of God. No! This is the moment when the eternal love of the triune God intervened decisively in human history to forgive human sin once and for all. This is the moment when the Spirit of love that flows between the Father and the Son erupted to engulf and forgive the sin of the world. The prophet Zechariah imagined it with this prophecy: “On that day a fountain shall be opened . . . to cleanse them from sin” (Zech 13:1). John the Baptist foreshadowed it when he exclaimed, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn 1:29 ESV). Paul summed it up like this: “For God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, no longer counting people’s sins against them” (2 Cor 5:19 NLT).


      We can think of Good Friday as the moment in history when the sins of the world became a hideous singularity. On Good Friday all the many sins of the world amalgamated into a single sin—“the sin of the world,” as John the Baptist called it. On Good Friday the mystery of iniquity was present in the taunts and jeers, the scourging and crucifixion of the Son of God. As the sun darkened over Golgotha the unspeakable potential of evil became the single sin of deicide, the murder of God. Every sin, from the original Adamic transgression to the final iniquity of a fallen age, became the one sin of killing Jesus. And what happened? Were twelve legions of avenging angels unleashed to wreak divine retribution? Did a thunderclap of damning judgment fall upon the guilty? Did the angel of death appear to slay the executioners of Christ? No, Jesus simply absorbed it all and forgave it all.


      Jesus was killed, not by God, but by the hands of wicked men. With great violence the principalities and powers sinned the sin of the world into the sinless body of Jesus. When the sins of the world became the sinful singularity of Good Friday, the one who knew no sin was made to be sin (2 Cor 5:21). The body of Jesus hanging upon the cross was made to be the repository for the sin of the world. What does sin look like? Sin looks like the grotesquely distorted and anguish-ridden body of Christ as depicted by Matthias Grünewald in the Isenheim Altarpiece. It looks like the innocent one nailed to a tree bearing in his hands and feet and side the entrance wounds of sin.


      

        [image: Part of an altarpiece, this painting shows a rather grotesque crucified Jesus, covered in sores.]


        

          Matthias Grünewald and Nikolaus Hagenauer, the Isenheim Altarpiece, 1509–1515


        


      


      

        This painting, part of the "Isenheim Altarpiece" from the early sixteenth century, depicts the emaciated body of Jesus, covered in hundreds of sores as he hangs lifeless on the cross. Jesus' mother, Mary, is shown on the left, collapsing in anguish into the arms of John. Mary is shrouded in a large piece of white cloth. Mary Magdalene is also shown to the left of Christ, kneeling and looking up at Jesus with her hands clasped in prayer. To the right of the cross is John the Baptist, who points to Jesus with one hand and holds the Scriptures with the other. At John's feet, a lamb is shown. One of the lamb's front legs is draped around and holding up a small cross while the same leg simultaneously touches a wine chalice. 


      


      But once sin entered the body of the crucified God, there could be no escape. On Good Friday the sin of the world was drawn into the infinite gravity of God’s grace. At Golgotha the sin of the world as a hideous singularity was drawn inescapably into the greater singularity of God’s love where sin itself was undone. Christ’s self-sacrificial death upon the cross became a cosmic supernova irradiating time and space with divine forgiveness. This was when the sin of the world was taken away, as foretold by the forerunner. When Jesus prayed, “Father, forgive them,” what was forgiven? Everything. Not only the betrayal committed by Judas; not only the murder committed by Barabbas; not only the false accusations leveled by Caiaphas; not only the unjust sentence handed down by Pontius Pilate; not only the Roman soldiers who crucified Jesus; not only the jeering crowd who mocked Jesus, but everything! Every sin, every transgression, every act of idolatry, every deed of injustice, every stone-age murder, every space-age iniquity, every notorious crime, every hidden sin—it was all forgiven. On Good Friday all the sins of the world became a single sin that it might be forgiven once and forever. This is what makes Good Friday good!


    


    

    


      THE PASSOVER LAMB



      Another way we speak of forgiveness in connection with the cross is to speak of the blood of the lamb. Throughout the New Testament the blood of Jesus is connected with salvation. Jesus himself spoke of his blood as a covenant of forgiveness (Mt 26:28). Paul says we are justified by the blood of Jesus (Rom 5:9). The writer of Hebrews says we are sanctified through the blood of Jesus (Heb 13:12). Peter says we are redeemed by the blood of Jesus (1 Pet 1:18-19 NIV). John the Revelator says we are freed by the blood of Jesus (Rev 1:5).


      All this language of covenant, redemption, and freedom through the blood of Jesus as the Lamb of God reaches back to Exodus and the story of the Passover lamb. In Exodus 12 Moses instructed Israel in how to prepare for the tenth and final plague that would come upon Egypt—the plague that would result in their liberation. Each household was to take a yearling male lamb without blemish, keep it in their house for four days, and then at twilight on the fourteenth of Nisan the lamb was to be slain. The flesh of the lamb was roasted to provide the Israelites with the covenant meal of Passover. The blood of the lamb was applied to their doorpost and lintel as a sign that this household was under the protection of God and marked for liberation. “The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live: when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague shall destroy you” (Ex 12:13).


      It’s important to recognize that the Passover lamb was not being punished. Rather, it was a sacrifice to provide the covenant meal. The ritual killing of a human or animal to appease the gods is a pagan practice and not what was observed by the ancient Hebrews in the Exodus story. Hebrew sacrifice was about covenant and union with God (Gen 15), not the placation of a retributive deity. The yearling lamb was not being punished; it was providing a meal as the gathering place for a covenant community. The annual remembrance of the covenant meal and Israel’s liberation from bondage in Egypt became the Jewish Passover.


      The Passover is what Jesus reimagines on the night of the Last Supper as he describes his flesh and blood as the sacramental meal for a new covenant. This becomes the Christian Eucharist. When we eat the bread and drink the cup of the Lord’s Supper, we are saying that we are liberated from our bondage to sin and death through the covenant established in the broken body and shed blood of Jesus Christ—our Passover Lamb. The new covenant meal of the Last Supper was a radical expansion of the original Passover. What was particular in the ancient Passover marking Israel as God’s chosen people expands to the universal at the Last Supper. In the sacrificial death of Christ, the invitation to dine at God’s table and be liberated from the universal curse of death is offered to the whole world.


      The prophet Isaiah first anticipated this seven centuries before Christ when he described Mount Zion as the place where God would turn a funeral into a feast. The poet tells us that a burial shroud has been cast over all peoples and that a sheet has been pulled over the corpse of all nations. This is the pharaonic tyranny of death that threatens to make life meaningless. But in a stunning act of prophetic imagination Isaiah speaks of a day when Yahweh will act and turn the burial shroud into a tablecloth for the great feast of God. The funeral bier is to be transformed into a banqueting table laden with the finest food and wine. The funeral for all nations is to become a feast of liberation for all peoples! Pay attention to the universal scope of salvation set forth in Isaiah’s poem.


      

        On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples


        a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines,


        of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines


        strained clear.


        And he will destroy on this mountain


        the shroud that is cast over all peoples,


        the sheet that is spread over all nations;


        he will swallow up death forever.


        Then the Lord GOD will wipe away the tears from all faces,


        and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all


        the earth,


        for the LORD has spoken.


        It will be said on that day,


        “See, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he


        might save us.


        This is the LORD for whom we have waited;


        let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.” (Is 25:6-9,


        emphasis added)


      


      On the eve of his suffering, at the Passover meal in the upper room on Mount Zion, the mountain spoken of by Isaiah, Jesus identified the rich feast and the fine wine that will liberate the world from its bondage to death as his own body and blood.


      

        While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you; this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Mt 26:26-28)


      


      The blood of the Lamb is the blood of the covenant that liberates the whole world from its bondage to death. The blood of the Lamb is a ransom paid not to God, but to death. Through the blood of the Lamb we are ransomed for God. Just as Israel was ransomed for God from Egypt, now humanity is ransomed for God from death. This is the theme of the song of the Lamb sung by the redeemed:


      

        You are worthy to take the scroll


        and to break its seals,


        for you were slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed


        for God


        saints from every tribe and language and people and


        nation. (Rev 5:9)


      


    


    

    

      THE BLOOD THAT SPEAKS A BETTER WORD



      Throughout the New Testament we find a plethora of passages connecting the blood of Jesus with the Passover and the exodus, indicating that we should see Good Friday as the intervening act of God that rescues humanity from its enslavement to sin and death. But the unknown writer of the epistle to the Hebrews reaches even further back than Exodus to provide an interpretive meaning for the shed blood of Jesus. In a passage emphasizing the superiority of the new covenant as compared to the Sinai covenant, the writer says, “[You have come] to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel” (Heb 12:24).


      Cain and Abel were the first two children born to a man called Humankind (Adam) and a woman called Living (Eve) after their exile from Eden. What unfolds is the familiar tragedy of a sibling rivalry that leads to fratricide—a story echoed with Romulus and Remus in the founding myth of Rome, and with Sméagol and Déagol in The Lord of the Rings. Cain was a tiller of the ground; Abel was a keeper of sheep. An archetypal farmer and shepherd who will come into competition. Anthropologists tell us violent conflicts regularly occurred between the farmers who first harnessed agriculture and the nomadic herdsmen following their flocks during the initial rise of complex civilization in Mesopotamia. The source of their conflict was over the use of land. Was land something that could not be possessed, as the ancient nomads thought, or could it now be owned by the emerging agriculturists? Was human society to remain agrarian and simple, or was it destined to become urban and complex? Should governance be in the form of small family clans, or should kings rule from great cities over vast empires?


      This tension seems to lurk in the background of the Genesis story of Cain and Abel. Cain was warned by God to overcome the sin that was “lurking at the door” (Gen 4:7), but eventually the rivalry erupted into violence as he rose against his brother and slew him in a field. In the millennia to follow there would be rivers of bloodshed flowing through countless battlefields. Cain’s killing of Abel was done in secret, but it did not escape the notice of God. When Yahweh confronted Cain, he said,


      

        “What have you done? Listen, your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground! And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand.” . . . Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD, and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden. (Gen 4:10-11, 16)


      


      The shed blood of Abel had a voice, one that invoked a curse upon his brother Cain. Bearing his curse, the first murderer departed from the presence of the Lord and founded the first city (Gen 4:17). Now the pattern for the rise of empire through the bloody conquest of our brothers had been established.


      Five generations later the bloody limerick of Lamech gives us a sense of the exponential rise of violence in the antediluvian world.


      

        Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;


        you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say:


        I have killed a man for wounding me,


        a young man for striking me.


        If Cain is avenged sevenfold,


        truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold. (Gen 4:23-24)


      


      The spiral of ever-increasing violence unleashed by Cain continued until “the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence” (Gen 6:11). And though the flood in the days of Noah may have brough a temporary reprieve, by the time we get to the tower of Babel, the world seems to be no better than it was before the flood. It appears that even divine violence cannot solve the problem of human violence. This is why eventually Abraham was called to leave Ur in search of an alternative—a city not built through the bloodletting violence of Cain and his successors, but a city “whose architect and builder is God” (Heb 11:10). This is the city that Christ constructs. And this is why Jesus would say to a crowd still in the thrall of the one who “was a murderer from the beginning. . . . Your ancestor Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day; he saw it and was glad” (Jn 8:44, 56).


      These are the themes of city and sacrifice that the writer of Hebrews plays with in such creative ways. The epistle to the Hebrews, which some scholars think of as an early Christian sermon, draws upon the richness of the Hebrew Bible to set forth Christ as the culmination of the quest of Abraham and the completion of the sacrificial system of Moses. Cain built his city by shedding the blood of his brother. Jesus builds his city by shedding his own blood. The blood of Abel brought a curse upon the offender, but the blood of Jesus speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. The blood of Abel turned Cain into an exiled wanderer, but the blood of Jesus brings us all back home “to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” (Heb 12:22).


      The goodness of Good Friday is found in the blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. Where the blood of Abel called for vengeance and invoked a curse, the blood of Christ calls for forgiveness and invokes a blessing. When grace is pierced, it bleeds pardon. The blood of Abel drove Cain away from the presence of the Lord to live as an exile east of Eden. The blood of Jesus calls every prodigal son and every wayward daughter back home to the Father’s house where the feast of reconciliation is prepared. The singularity of Good Friday means the sin of the world has been forgiven once and for all. The estrangement of exile has been turned into the reconciliation of homecoming.


      “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13).
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