TO GIVE HIS LIFE OUT OF LOVE – by DOM ALEXANDER GEORGE

Mark 10, 35 – 45

Isaiah 53, 10 – 11 

Hebrews 4, 14 – 16  

For us Christians, the incarnation is the bedrock of our faith and the cross our most potent symbol.  It is of vital importance today to re-emphasize both of these truths: the incarnation affirms the sanctity of life and the cross the truth that nothing in heaven or in earth can come between us and the love of God.  The sign of the cross is to show that only the crucified Christ can bring the freedom that changes the world; it helps to bring about a world that is no longer afraid of death and that no longer trivializes life.  

People today, in our post-modern, Western, technological culture are often afraid and ashamed of death: it is the final defeat, something, therefore, to be isolated from the rest of the life we regard as normal.   It is left to be experienced in the clinical solitariness of the hospital ward or the loneliness of the old people's home rather than at home among one's closest family and friends.  On the other hand we trivialize life by the way we take it away almost without regard for what we are doing in our abortion clinics, or when we get children used to destroying it in the violence of mindless computer games.

The Crucified Christ is a challenge, not only to the modern world, but also to the Church.  The Cross must be reclaimed as the basis and standard of all Christian theology and devotion.

We believe that in Jesus “God himself has crossed the divide between himself and us. He has spoken to us his Word.  He has revealed Himself as love.  The death of Jesus on the Cross is not only an event in the human life of the man, Jesus.  It is also an event that means something to God himself.  The relationships between Father, Son and Spirit within the Trinity find their finest expression in the Cross.   Karl Rahner once said: "the death of Jesus on the Cross expresses God."   Or, as Hans Urs von Balthasar puts it, "in this death of Jesus the fullness of the Trinitarian relationships of God himself are manifest."  In order to be able to say, as the disciples of Jesus find themselves compelled to say, "God himself was on that Cross", we need to talk in Trinitarian terms.  

Jesus applied to himself the title Son of Man.  That means "his human being subject to death".  Jesus surrend​ered his life to his Father on the Cross; and at the same time he handed over his Spirit to the Church. So the mission of the Incarnate Son reaches its fulfilment on the Cross and it can be seen as the supreme manifestation of God's inner life as the divine Community of Love as well as of His love for us human beings.  

The Cross has always been a scandal to humanity.  A philosophical concept of God cannot cope with a crucified God - a god who can suffer.  On the one hand, Christian theology has always main​tained the duality of the two natures in Christ: he could suffer in his humanity, his divinity remained undiminished by it.  But on the other, people have always found it hard to see their concept of God in that broken figure on the Cross, the ultimate sign of degradation.  But the God revealed in Christ is not a concept of philosophy. The Christian God is a living community of Love and we are caught up in that life.  As St Athanasius put it so finely: "God became man that we human beings might participate in God."  

The Christian mystics, in their turn, from St John the Evangelist onwards, have always been drawn to the Passion.  This is no accident.  They have sensed that a God who could not, in some sense, suffer with us could not love us either.  St Paul emphasizes over and over again that on the Cross Jesus surrenders himself to his Father and that surrender is for us, an act of love.   Indeed John 3: 16, which has been described as the gospel in miniature, sums up the message of today's Liturgy of the Word: "God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that all who believe in him should not perish but have everlasting life."  Let us joyfully abide in that Love.

Downside Abbey

22nd October 2006

29th Sunday per Annum (B)

