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Last Sunday in the 11:00 service we did an interesting thing.  We went into the back of the hymnal and dug out some hymns from the “golden-oldie” section.   I have been singing those songs all of my life.   I know these songs so well that I don’t need a hymnal; it’s just that as I sing the words flood into my mind.  It’s funny, when I sing those songs I am immediately taken back in my mind and I find myself worshipping with people who are no longer living in sanctuaries that are no longer standing.  It’s a funny, when I sing those songs I am taken back to simpler times when my faith was not bothered with the thousands of questions that pester me today.   It’s a powerful experience.  

It has been offered that for most of us the hymnal is a far better teacher of theology than any preacher or Sunday School teacher, I suspect that is true.  I think that I have learned a lot more Christian theology from the songs I’ve sung than from the sermons I’ve heard, or from the ones I’ve preached.   Which is probably why I find myself looking so hard at the hymns we sing – especially the songs about the cross or about the death of Jesus.  
You see a train has pulled out of the station, and I am on board.   That train is the reopening of a two-millenial old question that has never been answered.   Let me explain.

Hymn number 548 is one of my all-time favorites.   “The Old Rugged Cross” was written by George Bennard in 1913 to be used at the evangelistic rallies that he led.   I would direct your attention to the very end of the 3rd verse in which Bennard wrote these words, “for ‘twas on that old cross Jesus suffered and died, to pardon and sanctify me.”   In sharing those words Bennard was aluding to what is known as “the doctrine of substitutionary atonement” otherwise known as “the doctrine of vicarious atonement.”   

This doctrine has formed the foundation for much of Christianity for as long as there has been a church.  This doctrine holds that Jesus died at God’s direction in order to purchase the forgiveness of our sins.   This doctrine holds that because God is just we would not be allowed into God’s presence without being forgiven first.   This doctrine holds that God couldn’t just forgive us, but needed someone to buy our forgiveness and that someone was Jesus who was killed in our place, to purchase the forgiveness of our sins.  

There are by the way 24 variations on that theme.   And let me tell you a secret, each one of them simply do not make sense.   Every one of them raise more questions than they can answer.   For instance, the Old Testament law makes plain that if you did the crime then you have to do the time; there is no thought at all to someone accepting someone else’s punishment.  In traditional sacrificial theology, sacrifices were offered not to change God, but to change the person making the sacrifice.   When we say that Jesus died as the sacrifice for our sins, what are we saying actually happened?   It is interesting to look at Galatians 3:13 in which Paul, in order to explain the meaning of the cross actually blends together three different metaphors which don’t agree.   

As I mentioned earlier the discussion has been reopened.  There are several new books on the subject running around and I’ve found the discussion of the meaning of the cross on several electronic forums.   It would appear that after several generations of quiet, the discussion of the meaning of the cross has been reopened.  Hold that thought as we read this morning’s scripture.


This morning’s scripture is from the 1st chapter of 1st Corinthians.  It’s a funny section of scripture in which Paul is pointing out to his readers that the people that God called to faith in Christ weren’t those who were wise or beautiful or powerful but were the ordinary, the plain and even the foolish.   I’m not sure that I would be very impressed by his reasoning.  But in verse 23 Paul says something that has been quoted and referred to many times.  In that verse Paul says, “but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”  In that verse I hear Paul saying that the cross, the death of Jesus, was absolutely central to the Christian faith.


And I believe that.   I can’t imagine a Christianity without the cross.   I realize that both Mohammed and the Buddha, the founders of Islam and Buddhism respectively, died natural deaths at a ripe old age.  But I believe that Christianity would be diminished if Jesus had died a natural death – at least it would be very different.   I believe that the cross is what happens to people who are completely faithful to God’s call – in any time.   I believe that the cross, at the very least, is the picture for us of what faithfulness to God looks like.   

And still I believe more than that.   I find in the cross the announcement that God does love the world – that God has chosen to work in the world in decisive ways – and that God will not give up until all the world accepts love.  I find in he cross the announcement that following Jesus is not supposed to be easy – but that it is the way of love.  


The way of love.   I would remind you that this is the 3rd week of Lent and that our theme for Lent is “Living the Original Blessing.”  We are turning the traditional celebration of Lent on its ear.  Instead of confessing our sins, we are celebrating that God believes that we are good and that we are the children of God.   We are celebrating that God loves us.


Of course that is problematic.  This last week I had a gentleman visit me who admitted that he could fear God but that he couldn’t believe God loved him.   I believe that this man was speaking for most of us, at least some of the time.  I believe that most of us have times when we believe that God is an angry God who is always ready to throw down lightening bolts to punish people for their sins.   I believe that most of us have times when we believe that God may love other people, but not us.   I believe that most of us have times when we believe that we have crossed some kind of invisible line in the sand and have done something so bad that God can’t possibly love us.   I believe that most of us have times when we believe that the love of God is such incredibly good news that it is too good to be true.  Sometimes, I believe, most of us believe that the love of God is so unjust, so unfair, that it shouldn’t be true.   

How many times have I been to the bedside of a dying saint who wondered aloud if they had been “good enough” to be allowed into heaven…   How many times have I talked with people who were carrying around a huge load of guilt and shame for something they have done in the past.  How many times have I run into people who would prefer to believe in an angry God because anger is easier to understand than love – and demands less of us.

And let’s be honest.  When we stop believing in God’s love for us, we can’t accept the original blessing.   When we stop believing in God’s love we have to stop believing in our essential goodness.   When we stop believing in God’s love we have to stop believing that God really wants good things to happen to us.  How do you believe that you are a child of God when you believe that God wants to punish you for all your mistakes?


Here’s a question.  Does God love us and how are we to believe it?   There is of course the obvious answer.  If God does not love the world, why do we still exist?   We can’t be that much fun to have around!   Our continued existence proves the love of God.  Kind of.  

But the answer for me is found in the cross.  Several years ago John Michael Talbot and Michael Card wrote a song which asked what it was that held Jesus to the cross.  Their answer was that it wasn’t the nails that held Jesus to the cross, it was love.   It was God’s love for the world and Jesus’ love for God that held him to the cross.   That makes sense to me.  I believe that the cross announces God’s love for the world.   To believe in the cross means I have to consider the possibility that God loves even me.  


And let me be direct for a moment.  We need to stop playing around with the love of God.   We need to stop insisting that we “feel” God’s love in order to believe it’s real.  We need to stop wondering if God can actually love us.  We need to stop wondering if God can love us despite the things that we have done.   We need to look at the cross and understand that God’s love is real and it’s strong and it’s powerful.  We need to look at the cross and understand that God’s love isn’t some romantic feeling – it is God’s rockhard commitment to us who are God’s children.  The cross announces God’s love and we need to accept it and begin to live our lives filled with God’s love. 


There is more than that even.  I believe in the love of God because of those who gather with me around the cross.  I believe in the love of God because of those of the love, forgiveness and encouragement of those who call themselves Christian, who gather around the cross each week.  

I’ve been working on this thought for the last 15 years, and it isn’t yet done, but let me share with you what I have figured out.   The world is filled with relationships.  We have all kinds of relationships.  We have relationships at work, at home, at school.   We have relationships with people with whom we’ve only exchanged e-mails.   We have relationships with people we like and even people we don’t.   And then there are Christian relationships.  It is my observation that Christian relationships are different.  On one level that isn’t good.  Christians, because we know each other so well, we know where to “stick in the knife.”  Because we know each other so well we know how to really hurt each other – and I’ve seen that happen.  But I have also seen church people reach out to each other with hands of encouragement and love and forgiveness that I’ve never seen anywhere else.  I have seen Christian people share generously with people they’ve never met.  I have seen Christian people welcome people who they used to count as enemies.   

Yes, I have seen the worst and best of church relationships and I have decided that by their relationships, the people gathered around the cross bear witness to the love of God.   I used to think that church people were just nice people.  I have decided that by and large church people are people who have been so embraced by the cross that they are trying to make the love of God real to each other and to the world.  I have decided that by and large churches are filled with imperfect people who are trying to perfectly reflect the love they have found in the cross.  Which is probably what God has had in mind all along.  Which means by the way, that coffee time is as sacred as what we do in the sanctuary….

Which is to say this.   I am absolutely delighted that the winds of theology are reconsidering the meaning of the cross.  I look forward to their results.  Maybe Christian leaders will be able to agree on exactly what happened when Jesus died on the cross.   But I am not going to wait for them.   Neither am I going to join those who reject the cross because they cannot figure out the mechanics of Jesus’ death.   That’s not because I have the answer, but because I have all the answer I need.   I believe that the death of Jesus announces God’s love for the world and calls you and I to accept love for ourselves and share it with others.   I believe that the death of Jesus announces God is calling back home the children of God, even those who have wandered far away.   That’s what I believe about the cross and that is enough for me.  And that is all the original blessing that I’ll need.

What about you?   What meaning do you find in the cross?   Do you believe in the love of God?   Do you believe in God’s love for you?  I believe it’s real.  And while I don’t feel that love surround me every time I pray, I do find that love out in the fellowship hall.  Over coffee and cookies I find enough love to keep me going to next week.   What about you? 

Love divine, all loves excelling, joy of heaven to earth come down

Fix in us thy humble dwelling, all thy faithful mercies crown;

Jesus, thou art all compassion, pure, unbounded love thou art;

Visit us with thy salvation, enter every trembling heart.

Come almighty to deliver, let us all thy life receive;

Suddenly return and never, never more thy temples leave.

Thee we would be always blessing, serve as thy hosts above,

Pray and praise thee without ceasing, glory in thy perfect love.

Finish then thy new creation; pure and spotless let us be,

Let us see thy great salvation perfectly restored in thee;

Changed from glory into glory, till in heaven we take our place,

Till we cant our crowns before thee, lost in wonder, love, and praise.  
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