March 28, 2010                    Passion Sunday           Luke 23: 26-43
Prayer: Dear Lord, We come before you today humbled by the thought of Passion Sunday. This central tenet of our belief is that you suffered and died as a common criminal, suffered and died that you might more fully enter our experience, suffered and died that we might be forgiven. In the name you wore while here on earth, we pray. Amen.

                                             Save yourself


As I was growing up, I don’t think I listened very closely to sermons. Because if I had to sum up the theology I came away with, it would be this: “If you get hit by a bus on your way home today, where will you spend eternity?”


Looking back, I feel sure that my ministers preached more broadly and deeply than that. But back in the 1960s and 1970s, that was a theme we heard often: Where will you spend eternity? 


The implication was you had two choices: Heavenly heaven. Or ghastly, burning, don’t-want-to-go-there hell. So the acceptance of Christ could be seen as an insurance policy. Believe in Christ now to avoid a nasty afterlife later.


Funerals were the same way. Many ministers saw – and still see – funerals as a good place to evangelize. They make thinly veiled threats: The deceased is going to heaven and if you don’t believe, you’ll never see her again.


With death right there in the casket in front of you, that bus can be mighty convincing.


Personal salvation is certainly part of our Scripture and certainly part of our Christian doctrine. The belief that we will spend the afterlife in the presence of God is part of our faith.


But it’s not all there is. It’s not both the starting place and the ending place. It’s not the Alpha and the Omega.


To make it so is save-yourself theology.


Save yourself at all costs. 

There’s a good deal more to Christian discipleship.        

Today is Passion Sunday, the final Sunday of Lent, the final Sunday before Easter. The Passion is a fancy church word we use for the last events of Jesus’ life – the trials, the crucifixion, the death, the burial. The Passion narratives take up a full third of the gospels. They are an important part of the story of Jesus.


Last week, we talked about Peter’s denials while Jesus was on trial in the high priest’s house. After sharing the Passover meal with his disciples, or what we call the Last Supper, Jesus was arrested by the temple guard. He endured a long night being mocked and blindfolded and beaten. During that time, Peter denied him. 

At daylight, Jesus was taken before the Jewish Council. The council condemned him and brought him before the Roman governor Pilate. 


Pilate found that Jesus had done nothing wrong. But since Jesus was from Galilee, Pilate took the opportunity to send him to Herod. Herod governed Galilee, and conveniently, was in Jerusalem for the Passover.


Herod and his soldiers mocked Jesus some more, then sent him back to Pilate. Though Pilate still found no wrongdoing, he bowed to the requests of the religious leaders, and handed Jesus over for crucifixion.


That’s where we’ll start reading this morning.   Luke 23: 26-43.


26 As they led him away, they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming from the country, and they laid the cross on him, and made him carry it behind Jesus. 27A great number of the people followed him, and among them were women who were beating their breasts and wailing for him. 28But Jesus turned to them and said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves and for your children. 29For the days are surely coming when they will say, “Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never nursed.” 30Then they will begin to say to the mountains, “Fall on us”; and to the hills, “Cover us.” 31For if they do this when the wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?’ 

32 Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. 33When they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus* there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. [[ 34Then Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.’]]* And they cast lots to divide his clothing. 35And the people stood by, watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying, ‘He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah* of God, his chosen one!’ 36The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine, 37and saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!’ 38There was also an inscription over him,* ‘This is the King of the Jews.’ 

39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding* him and saying, ‘Are you not the Messiah?* Save yourself and us!’ 40But the other rebuked him, saying, ‘Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.’ 42Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into* your kingdom.’ 43He replied, ‘Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.’ 

You’ve probably heard people say that every time they read a Scripture passage, they find something different. I had that experience as I read this part of Luke’s Passion narrative this week. I saw something Luke did with the scene on the cross that I had never noticed before. 

As Jesus hung on the cross, three times people challenged him to save himself. Whether in ridicule or irony or mockery, three different people or groups of people challenged him to save himself. When a writer includes something three times in such a short space, we are supposed to take notice.


The first time, the religious leaders scoffed at Jesus, saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah of God, his chosen one!”


The second time, the soldiers mocked him, offered him sour wine, and said, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!”


 Lastly, one of the criminals crucified beside him, said, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!”


Save yourself! Something is going on here. Luke doesn’t construct this story by chance. He is carefully laying out a theology that Jesus hasn’t come to save himself. 

  
Now you might say this is stating the obvious: Of course Jesus didn’t come to save himself. He came to save mankind.


But I don’t think we can let ourselves off the hook so easily. I don’t think we can simply say this is a glorification of Jesus’ nature. Isn’t he selfless? Isn’t he great? 

I think there might be a challenge to us in this passage as well. Do we look only to save ourselves?


Do we look at Christian faith as closing our eyes and clinching our teeth and making ourselves believe some doctrine as insurance against a miserable afterlife? Is that saving ourselves?


Or could the Christian life require something more?     

We have talked a lot in here about an argument that the disciples once had about who among them was the greatest. When Jesus overheard them, he gave a cryptic response about how the greatest would be least, and the least would be greatest. The disciples’ view of greatness would not be the reigning view of greatness in the kingdom of God. 

Matthew, Mark and Luke all included versions of this exchange in their gospels. Apparently this teaching of Jesus made an impression on all three writers. 


But they used the story differently. Mark and Matthew placed the argument on the road to Jerusalem, as Jesus and the disciples leisurely made their way to the Passover. Mark and Matthew used the story as counterweight to Jesus’ predictions of his death. They used it to show that the disciples just didn’t understand his mission.


But Luke alone set this story during the Passion events. He set it at the Last Supper. That was the very night of Jesus’ arrest, the very night of Peter’s betrayal.  

Jesus and the disciples had broken the bread and drunk the wine. They were still sitting at the table, when the dispute arose “as to which one of them was to be regarded as the greatest.”  And Jesus said, “… the greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.” (Luke 22: 24-27)


Like Matthew and Mark, Luke was surely pointing out that the disciples didn’t yet understand Jesus’ mission. But I think he was underscoring something else as well.


Jesus could be served at the table. He could be the kind of “great” the disciples wanted him to be. He could save himself from death on the cross.


But he wasn’t that kind of Savior.


He wasn’t that kind of Savior.


Luke has gone to great pains throughout this gospel to show us that human expectations for a savior would be turned upside down by this particular Messiah.


His birth was first witnessed by shepherds, some of the lowliest citizens of the Roman Empire.  He associated with prostitutes and tax collectors. He had women followers. 

One of his teachings, long before his own death on the cross, was this: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. ” (Luke 9: 23)

 After going to the house of the despised chief tax collector Zacchaeus, he said, “For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” (Luke 19:10)


 This was never the kind of savior who was going to make things comfortable. This was never the kind of savior who was going to save himself from the cross. But the religious leaders and the soldiers and the criminal beside him were still acting on the assumption that a savior, any savior, would save himself first.


Just like we do. 


Save yourself! When we hear that phrase, we usually think of jumping in the life boat ahead of everyone else.


We reward people who overcome the natural inclination for self-preservation and sacrifice themselves for others. We give them Carnegie Medals and Congressional Medals of Honor and all sorts of heroes’ awards.  And rightly so. It is an amazing thing to overcome that tendency toward self-protection and put another first.


But I’m talking about something a little different this morning. I’m talking about taking a more mature view of our Christian faith. I’m talking about refusing to look at Christian faith as only a means to save ourselves for an afterlife.

Then what else is there?


There’s living as Jesus instructed at the Last Supper: “… the greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves. … I am among you as one who serves.”

Like Jesus, we are to serve. We are to serve each other. 

To live a life of service is to live a life of humility. It is a way of living, a way of being. It is to bring a word of encouragement rather than censure, an attitude of giving rather than receiving.      

If we are not to focus on saving ourselves, what else is there?


There’s living as Jesus showed us on the cross. Save yourself! shouted the religious leaders and the soldiers and the criminal. And he didn’t even bother to answer.


Instead, he focused on the words of the criminal on his other side, the one who essentially repented, then said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”


That was the thing worth hearing, the words that cut through all the worldly clamor for Jesus to save himself. And Jesus replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”


That’s not a promise to scoff at, this promise that we will dwell with God the Father and Jesus the Son in the afterlife. I’ve preached it at three funerals this winter.


But when we believe in Jesus only to save ourselves from a fearful hereafter, we miss the richness of living for him here and now.


Amen.   
