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Preface


All I am and hope for is riveted to that one mysterious moment when history froze into focus: the Cross of Christ! At that pivot of history, time stood still. Nothing moved. In time, I came upon this place; and I found both excellence and shame.

There Jesus’ sacrifice stands embarrassingly close to my self-centeredness. There I bring my greed and beg his generosity. There I bring all my trivial whimperings and marvel again at the depths of his suffering and how far he was willing to go.

Again and again I ask myself what binds his dying to my living. The only answer is love—undeserved and unfailing: I need him. It is as if I open my thin wallet and find it gorged with the treasuries of God. At the Cross, my need meets his generosity. But why should my need be of any concern to God? Why should it forge the very nails that held him to the wood? Looking upward, I realize I am being stalked by God’s passionate and illogical love. I cannot lay aside my need for him, and he is incapable of laying aside his love for me.

Did he really die two thousand years ago? It seems not so. It seems he is dying now—ever dying. I daily gaze upon his Cross, and I am rebuked by my own pursuit of ease. I cannot place Good Friday in the distant past. Good Friday is last Friday, next Friday, every Friday. I must daily die to self and live for him. I must count on its continuing glory; I must repeatedly reckon with its demands.

I never find much of a crowd at Calvary. Most of the time, Jesus and I are alone there—just the two of us. The centurion, the Pharisees, the thieves, the bystanders—they all disappear and leave us engrossed in our ongoing conversation. We are host to each other in a dialogue of spirit that makes life possible. At such moments the two of us do not spin out stale philosophies. Rather, we despise them, for we see their lack of substance. In beholding him as he is, I cringe at what I am. But he assures me that even with all my self-will, I remain valuable to God. “Behold my hands,” he says, “and you will know how great is your value unto my Father.” Dear God! Was there ever love like this! Here is Jesus—my Emmaus love—and I confess that my heart burns within me even as we talk (Luke 24:32).

“Come, Jesus,” I say, “let me see your dying etched on my conscience of convenience. Your Cross is not confined to the past. Were those in the crucifixion crowd your only contemporaries? Nonsense! I, too, am your contemporary.

“The Cross is now…now…while I must minister to a new widow locked in the trauma of grief. While your life ebbs away on your cross, she begs me to give her one good reason for going on with her life. There you hang while all that bloody wood presides quietly over an embittered couple whose bitterness has yet to be crucified. Their marriage will not survive if they refuse to walk out of their dark tomb. It is even now being sealed against them.”

All of life is packaged in suffering, and its package is severe. His dying is my treasure, for it shows me the “how and why” of my own dying—and of my living, too. On we talk, hanging side by side, cross to cross. I turn to him and admit that I, too, am crucified (Gal. 2:20). Wise living is possible only when I remember that my death is hurriedly approaching. My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle (Job 7:6). How honest is the psalmist: “[Lord,] teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom” (Ps. 90:12 NIV).

I know my days are precious, because they are few. My cross-to-cross talking with Jesus, therefore, must come not only on Good Fridays, but on Bad Tuesdays as well. Indeed his Cross is my everyday business. And I am glad my days are few, for every sunset tells me life is brief and I must long for a more eternal fellowship. At these rare moments of confronting the brevity of my life, I know a “crossly” brotherhood with Jesus; I glory in the fellowship of his sufferings (Phil. 3:10). For only when the two of us have died together will the both of us live on—past the sunset markers of my tiny years. He has died! My longings shall at last sleep in the security of his resurrection. For my dying Savior has taught me that only his victory over death can save. This is my confidence. God is the manager of my mortality. I may live the dying life in confidence. I know that all my affairs are in good hands. Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.
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Introduction


I used to wonder why the week of Jesus’ crucifixion takes up so much space in the New Testament (it consumes nearly half of John and from a third to a fourth of the other Gospels), while the earlier thirty-two years and fifty-one weeks of Jesus’ life are crowded into the smaller opening chapters of the Gospels. Other writers and thinkers have observed that facing death clears the mind. It allows us the glaring light of focus to fall on all we really believe. At the Cross the critical philosophies of a thirty-three-year-old field-rabbi come under sharp scrutiny. For the three decades of his life, he taught us not to be afraid. Now he is dying! I must test his philosophies. I must study him carefully.

Is he nervous? Is he afraid? I must see if my teacher is able to stand by his teaching. He taught me I would live forever. So I scrutinize the Cross. He is gasping. He is dying. Are there chinks in his confidence? Does it hold? Is he steady and secure before the jeering mob? He taught me always to hold to my faith. So looking at his Cross, I must ask, “Does he?” He taught me to be happy in persecution (Matt. 5:10-12). Now he stands naked in judgment! Does he live out his own demanding beatitude?

The Cross puts the Son of God in our laboratory. There we dump the acid of our skepticism on his claims. All those philosophies he spun out on sweet summer days—will they stand? Can he answer? Will Jesus endure with godly fortitude, or will he whimper, complain, and recant? Will he excoriate his accusers or bless them? Will he turn the other cheek or rage against them in wrath? Will he knock the jeering world to pieces or love it in the midst of its bloody cruelty? Here at Calvary the great God of Scripture passes under the microscope of human proof. The Cross tells all and then asks us to decide whether Jesus really is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6).

At the age of sixty-five, I am rapidly moving closer to my own death. As the years speed by, has my view of suffering and dying changed? How do I feel about his death as I draw ever closer to my own? Nothing has changed in how I feel about his dying. All that is new is the deepening of my passion for its reality. The Cross remains for me the certain triumph of Christ. I see the same things I saw when I was thirty, but I see them ever so much more clearly now. His death and dying are still my best teachers on how I must do it when my time comes. My vision seems clearer even as my eyesight worsens. But Jesus’ how-tos of dying are not the only lessons of his Cross. There are other critical lessons at Calvary. It is to the Cross I turn to deal with my grief, my pain … my meaninglessness.

This planet is a crying place, and I have done my share. I will always need to listen to his Cross. I’ve never been good at enduring pain. I need his Cross to coach me in this matter, for the idea of living with extended pain terrifies me. Then, too, all of us have wondered just how important we really are. Does this world truly need us? Is there any real meaning in our lives? I have been coached by the Cross of my gracious Lord to confidently look the Medusa of meaninglessness in the face.

As I draw ever closer to life’s great finality, I am ready for the Cross’s best lessons. Not long ago, my doctor told me I must go to a specialist; and the specialist told me that I would likely have to have a valve replacement in my heart. While I wasn’t altogether sure that I would die during that procedure, for the first time in my life I felt the reality of my own death. Friends who knew both the prognosis and my fears prayed for me. Perhaps their prayers were efficacious, and perhaps the early prognosis had been overly hasty—for I was granted a joyous reprieve. The operation was unnecessary.

Still, the uncertainty of those days clarified my vision of all those things I thought I believed. Death was not as terrifying as I had thought it would be. I had not faced any actual pain, yet it seemed somehow bearable ahead of time. From my little vista of dim finality, I could see myself, like Christ, praying “Father, into thy hands …”

Now I know the Cross does answer all—all the important questions! Thus in this book I take in hand a look at the fearsome doctrines of our lives. There are ten of them:

 	
human meaning


 	
salvation


 	
grief


 	
the need for community


 	
betrayal


 	
accountability


 	
death and dying


 	
self-sacrifice


 	
pain


 	
transcendence





One by one, I shall (for my sake and perhaps for yours) open these dark, heavily sealed packages at the Cross and expose them to the light of Jesus’ gallant dying. As the beautiful hymn expresses, I know that when that “light of sacred story” falls upon my fears, I will say with Paul, “Truly the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be” (Rom. 8:18).

Come with me to the end of Jesus’ life; for only there can we understand the important issues of ours.

 

But when the fulness
of the time was come,
God sent forth his Son …
to redeem them
that were under the law.

Paul of Tarsus GALATIANS 4:4 KJV
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Nail That Holds All THE CROSS AND THE ISSUE OF MEANING


“You are a king, then!” said Pilate.

Jesus answered, “You are right in saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”

“What is truth?” Pilate asked. With this he went out again to the Jews and said, “I find no basis for a charge against him.” (John 18:37-38 NlV)

When Pilate asked Jesus, “What is truth?” Christ gave him no verbal answer. Jesus may have remained silent because he realized that Pilate was really asking, “Why am I alive?” It is my number one question. It is your number one question. Only God can answer that question for us. And until we have his answer, our lives themselves remain a question.

This plaintive issue always comes from our deep hunger to know the meaning of life. “Why am I alive?” is every suicide’s question. Up to the very moment the lips taste the steel of the cold gun barrel, it remains a desperate question. If the despairing could only find meaning in life, death would never be their choice. Life is only painful when we cannot think of why it was given to us. We are ever baffled over Pilate’s question, “What is truth?” Truth, whatever its glory, is not always as near as we would like. Our need for God’s answers is often met by a groaning silence. Which of us has not stared into the ashen face of our existence and cried, “Father, who am I? Why am I here?” From time to time, which of us has not wept because we doubted God or sought some evidence that our lives were more than a pointless ache in a cold, uncaring world? We must have both a reason to live and the passion to want to. We find that if we know the why of living, we can put up with any how.

Pilate must have envied Jesus when he saw that Christ could celebrate his life-purpose on the very brink of death. He must have coveted Jesus’ confidence in finding a powerful purpose in his pending execution. Jesus kept quiet not because he did not know the answer to Pilate’s question. He kept quiet because silence is the way we talk when all that may be said, has been.

Nailing the Ages Together

Once upon a tree, there was a Savior. And when this Savior quit talking and started dying, the eloquence of God roared forth in thunder. History is nailed together! Literally! The human story, from its beginning to the Cross, was disconnected and void of meaning. Without a verbal explanation, Jesus nailed the ages together and gave them continuity. Ever since that first nail was driven, the world’s story makes sense. Since then, there is a vital interrelatedness between its separated chapters. Since then, we who choose to bear his cross can know why we’re on this planet. We have stared into the face of confusion, and we have won. There is no why question for us. Our lives are God’s great Gloria! No wonder the apostle tells us, “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord” (Eph. 5:19 NIV). So we praise. Praise doesn’t supply us with answers. Praise is the answer. The discordant empty places of our lives now ring with saving symphonies.



WE FIND THAT IF WE KNOW THE WHY OF LIVING, WE CAN PUT UP WITH ANY HOW.
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After Jesus left Pilate, following his trial, he met a hammer man. We will never know this man’s name. We do know he was a state employee. Ignorant of his own vital role in things too big for him to imagine, he drove the first nail through the hand of a man and into a cross. He was so completely lost in his bloody business that he took no time to scratch his name upon the wood, so we cannot know him.

But looking back over history, we know that it is mostly the guilty who crucify the innocent. The Cross is but one more example of James Russell Lowell’s “truth forever on the scaffold, wrong forever on the throne.” Yet, in a more honest sense, we do know this hammer man. Have we not seen him in our dressing-room mirror? Does he not gawk back at us from the glass? It is only when I study the executioner’s face and see it as my own that I shed my best, most honest tears. The nails also are mine. The bloody wood too.

But Calvary is not just my giving tree where I give God all I am. God is the real giver there, and I the joyous taker. There I suck from the marrow of divinity the knowledge that I am here by appointment. In seeing the reason Christ came into the world, I know that I, too, am here for a reason. In celebrating all Jesus has done for me, I must not be too hard on the hammer man. Could he really have been expected to understand the significance of the nails he drove? After all, he had spiked four other hands to crosses that dismal morning in spring. Those hands belonged to local hooligans, convicted by the courts of sedition and treason. And as the world sees it, capital crimes do deserve capital punishment.



THERE I SUCK FROM THE MARROW OF DIVINITY THE KNOWLEDGE THAT I AM HERE BY APPOINTMENT.
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So, with the “innocence” of ignorance, he drove the critical nail of history. Blame him little. A hammer man only drives the nails where the state says to drive them. Not even a wise judge can look at a man’s hands and pronounce him innocent or guilty. So we should not expect anything more of a menial state employee. He is not at fault. The hands of robbers and carpenters look very much alike; thus, for him, the nail was driven and forgotten.

But not for us.

The Apostolic Recipe for Life

For us a thin and needy light focuses on his cross. Like someone being wakened from a deep sleep, we ask, “What does this mean?” Oddly enough, the first to ask this question were fishermen, revenue collectors, peasants, and prostitutes, who had through his dying become respectable. These were the ones who wrote the Gospels—those all-inclusive biographies of Christ.

It is right that we have trusted their report. In the first century the apostles were the needy who desired to know him. Now we are the needy whose greatest need is to know him. They were the old generation of beggars who packaged the bread of salvation for our generation. We now eat from their recipe of life.

I have asked the Father that I might never forget that these who first wrote of the Cross were my brothers. They called him Lord in centuries gone by that I might call him Lord in mine. They stood at the Cross, drinking of its life. Now they crook their fingers to beckon me to a glorious altar—and there I am reborn. Now I can trade all my little reasons to live for one big one.

Those souls of old had little status. Yet they began to insist very noisily that the eighteenth year of Emperor Tiberius was history’s most important—for it was the Year of the Cross, It was God’s year for answering our one simple question: “Why am I on this planet?” These followers of the Christ couldn’t change their minds about the truth of the Cross, and they wouldn’t change the subject. They got loud and stayed loud! They shouted it from dungeon windows and prison stocks. They were buried beneath piles of stones thrown in anger. Their heads rolled. Some were crucified in their defense of the crucifixion. And to what have these martyrs (or “witnesses,” for that is what the word martyr means) called us? Have they called us to some Sunday, cafeteria-style church where we select the worship we want to hear, then castigate others with different tastes? Have we been summoned to committee quarrels where our prosaic egos lobby for control within Christ’s body of believers? God forbid!

These who could not change their minds about the Cross have called us to their own private Calvary and, more important, to ours. Gradually they triumphed! Ever so slowly, as they convinced the world that the central event in time and eternity was the Cross, they bade us look with contempt on our own naive discipleship. Jesus died. Surely, we can apply ourselves to straighten out the cricks in our meaningless, disconnected story. How much we need the ancient hammer man to spike our own short, spastic lives to something more enduring.

It is the Cross’s power over my meaningless story that draws me to it. Poets and composers may raise the Cross to the center of art and literature, but only our need and hunger can raise it to the center of our lives.

When I was nine years old, I heard the Cross preached in such a way that I knew I was loved. There my childhood was marked with a sense of awe. The titulus—that I.N.R.I. (Iesus Nazarenus rex Iudaeorum, John 19:19 VULGATE) sign above the cross—for me read only “Abba.” I had a Father, and he had two sons. His only begotten Son purchased meaning and gave it, wrapped in thorns, to me, the son he had so lately adopted (Rom. 8:15).

What’s the Use of Living?

We will never see the Cross as the center of our own history until we see it as the center of all history. Other parts of history may seem to have deeper meaning for our existence. We might name the Code of Hammurabi or the Decalogue or the Magna Carta as of equal importance. The year 27 might not be as significant to us as 44 B.C. or 1066 or 1588 or even 1945. Yet none of these events is as fundamental to all meaning as is the Cross. Since we cannot live long on earth, we must hurriedly ask life’s vital questions. They are not new. The human race between the Stone Age and our third millennium have been vexed in lonely moments by the same gut-wrenching questions: Where have I come from? Where am I going? What’s the use of my being here? The Cross has answered all.

The Cross replies splendidly and clearly to these issues while secular historians poke through their musty old annals in a vain attempt to find the answers. Such history can inform us, but it cannot keep our souls alive.



HIS ANSWERS COULD NOT BE SPOKEN; THEY HAD TO BE SUFFERED.
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These more than matter-of-fact questions require more than matter-of-fact replies. I despair, yet I am hungry for hope. I am dying, and yet I want to live. As I face these great question marks, I plead, “O God, give me no words. Give me something that transcends talk. Let me collide with your answers in something as visible as the blood of Yahweh dripping from the steel head of a hammer. Maybe, then, I can actually live.” A great ballet artist, on completion of a masterful interpretation, was asked why she performed the dance in her particular way. “If I could have said it, do you suppose I would have danced it?” she replied. So it was with Christ. He would not have answered us with a cross if he could have written an essay.

His answers could not be spoken; they had to be suffered. This photo of meaning was caught on vivid film and developed over three days in darkness. Men and women argued with themselves as to what his sacrifice meant. With the emergence of that first Easter, man’s deepest longings were fulfilled. Their hard questions were silenced by substance.

Our Unimportant Histories

How are these basic questions related to history? How is our personal history related to the Cross? History is more than the progression of events and dates. It is composed of people who get hungry, curse the light, love, weep, and sometimes die in convulsion and pain. So it is correct to say that the Battle of Salamis was fought in 480 B.C. It is correct, but not very adequate.

History comes in three modes. The first is the remote, distant mode. At Salamis, Greek children were snatched from the combat area. Some were killed in the process, and their mothers fell to asking all those vital questions. There were Athenian lads who had never killed a man, trying desperately to find some justification for what they were asked to do. There was crusty old Xerxes, who watched as the smaller Grecian navy outmaneuvered his great Persian fleet. Knowing the pain of failure, all the old questions came to him too.

There is a second mode of history. This history is recent and touches our lives. Iwo Jima is such history for me. I was seven years old when that battle was fought. I lived in a small Oklahoma town. It was history that our little community participated in. We sent the finest, most debonair and handsome young man in our neighborhood to participate in that history. He came back on a hospital ship, twisted, crippled, and spastic. He never married. Certainly those old questions came to him: Where have I been? Why me? Where will I end up? And, of course, history with its muted volumes stands silent.

The third mode of history is our own current immersion in the vast everydayness of life. We are all immersed in this contemporary history. We are living in the Year of the War on Terrorism and Uncertain Economics. We are the postnine-eleven people. Television’s nightly news has brought us an awareness of history as it is being made hour by hour. “One hundred men died in this attack,” we hear a commentator say, or “There was heavy fighting in that area” or “It was the greatest air tragedy of the year to date.” These facts link our present to the ongoing story of human heartbreak. Still, if these events do not directly involve us, we often stake them at the edge of consciousness and forget them.
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