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“High and lifted up”
Text: John 10 verses 17 and 18: Jesus said: “For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord”.
Good Friday, as the name suggests, is one of the “high and holy” days of the Christian calendar, when we remember with sorrow and with thanksgiving Jesus’ death on the cross. This year, we celebrate this special event early in the year. It will be several hundred years before Good Friday is this early again. Because of its early date, it shares a place in the religious calendar of those of other faiths. Yesterday was Milad–ub-Nabi, the (1,438th) anniversary of the birth of the prophet Mohammed, the central figure in the Muslim faith, and today is Medin full moon poya day, marking a special event in the life of the Buddha, the central figure in the Buddhist faith.
Sri Lanka is a land of many religions. Today we are obliged to recognize that we share our holy days with the holy days of some of those other religions. And this obliges us to ask afresh whether there is anything unique in the Christian faith. And today, in particular, we need to ask ourselves whether there is anything unique in the death of Jesus, the teacher and healer from Nazareth in Galilee. Of course, we should want to say immediately that he is unique and his death is unique because they are unique to us. But someone form any other world faith would want to know more about our claims to uniqueness since they might want to make the same claim concerning their founder, leader, guru or god. 

In what way is Jesus different? We might want to suggest that it was because of his suffering. And yes, he did suffer much in his short life of a little more than 30 years. You will remember how he said that “Foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests but the Son of Man has no where to lay his head”. (Matthew 8 verse 20). But when we look at the lives of Mohammed, the Buddha and of Moses, as the founder of another world religion, we have to recognize and admit that they too had their share of suffering. Each of them had their fair share of being misunderstood and rejected, on occasions having to flee for their lives.
Well, we might want to say, “Jesus is unique because his sufferings were sacrificial”. He did not suffer for himself. He suffered for others because he identified with the poor and the sick, with the outcast and the stranger, with the leper and the Samaritan. He took upon himself the burden of their pain and loss. But when we look at the lives of others who were to become, like Jesus, founders and leaders of a world religion, then we have to say of Mohammed and Moses and the Buddha that they were also men who made a sacrifice of their lives, denying themselves life’s usual comforts that they might bring encouragement and hope to others, especially to the outcast and stranger.

Can we claim that Jesus was in any way different, that he was in some way unique? I believe we can. First of all, I believe that we can say Jesus was so because he was innocent of all sin. The Gospel writers are very careful to show us that through his earthly life, through his ministry among them, he was without sin. And this is recognized by others. On that final Good Friday, it was recognized by Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea, who washed his hands of the whole process by which Jesus was being condemned to death. It is recognized also by one of the outlaws who hung with Jesus on the cross. While his companion tormented Jesus, he recognized firstly that they were with him in death because of their offences and secondly, that Jesus was innocent of all the charges which had been brought against him. “We indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong” (Luke 23 verse 41). Jesus is unique because of his sinlessness. He began his life in innocence, he lived his life in innocence, he died and departed from this life in innocence.
Secondly, I believe we can claim the uniqueness of Christ because of the  extreme violence which was done to him in his death. Other leaders of world also suffered violence and, of course, all died at the end of their natural lives. But no one endured the violence which Jesus was shown. The Jewish religious authorities were determined that he should die. Their method of execution was stoning, a slow and painful enough death in itself but because they could find no crime by which he might be punished in this way, they were obliged to hand him over to the Roman’s accusing him of leading an insurrection against the state under the title of “The King of the Jews”. So it was that when Jesus came to be executed it in the Roman way, by crucifixion. Crucifixion kills by drawing life out of the human body little by little, inch by inch. It works but it can take days to complete its work. It does not kill by bleeding from the wounds inflicted, severe and many though they may be. It does not kill by exposure or dehydration even though the person being crucified is shown no mercy at any stage. You will remember that when Jesus said he was thirsty, he was given wine vinegar to drink. Crucifixion kills by suffocation. For as long as a person can support himself on the cross, he can breath but eventually, later rather than sooner, the muscles in the chest cavity can work no longer, they collapse and the victim suffocates slowly but surely. Eventually, the Romans became embarrassed and disgusted by their own instrument of death and abandoned the practice some 100 years later. Jesus sacrificial death was unique because of the extent of the violence which was done to him.
And thirdly, Jesus was unique because his suffering and his sacrifice were something that he chose to do.  There were times when he wished it might be otherwise but ultimately he chose the way of death. In John’s Gospel chapter 10, Jesus speaks of himself as the Good Shepherd. One of the factors which distinguishes the Good Shepherd from the other shepherds is that he is willing, he is ready to lay down his life for the sheep entrusted to his care. “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (verse 11). Jesus chose this way of suffering and death because ultimately, it was the way of obedience to his heavenly Father.
To these internal and unique truths of innocence, extreme suffering and choice, there were external witnesses. We are not simply reading in what we wish to see in the situation. At the moment of Jesus death, the Temple curtain was torn in two, that massive heavy drape which separated man and God, the Court of the Priests from the Holy of Holies. And the dead were set at liberty from the grave sin which they lay. Together, these were sure signs that the gap between God and man, between life and death had become very thin. Matthew tells us that “the graves were opened: and many bodies of the saints, which slept, arose”.

Most impartial of all independent witnesses was the Roman centurion who stood by the cross. To be a centurion in the Roman army of the 1st century AD, you had to be tough, really hard. You stood between the unreasonable expectations of your officers and the persistent reluctance of your men, the foot soldiers. Always, your life was on the line. It took a lot to make any impression on a centurion and yet, here at Calvary, amidst the mud and the blood, the cries of the dying and the stench of the dead, we find a hardened, perhaps even bitter and twisted man admit and recognise: “Truly this man was God’s son”.
Of course, none of us can know what he meant by these words but what was being recognised by him and what is being recogised by everyone who chooses to call himself or herself a Christian is that something unique was taking place – unique because of the uniqueness not only of what Jesus did and the way in which he did it but because of the uniqueness of who he was – the Son of God.
“For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord”.
