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In the church, when we consider the events of Holy Week, we often focus on the 

role of Christ’s death as the atoning sacrifice for our sins. And that indeed it was and is. 

But Christ died in a very specific way, and the details are important for our understanding 

of what it is to live as Christians. If the Son of God had died of old age in a respectable 

nursing home in Tiberias, surrounded by friends and family, would that have brought 

about our salvation? I don’t know. But that is not what happened. 

The narrative that we just heard is appalling. It is supremely ironic that our name 

for the anniversary of Jesus’ crucifixion is Good Friday. How can we claim that this story 

is good news? It is, as Paul said in First Corinthians, “a stumbling block to Jews and 

foolishness to Gentiles.” As theologians from Martin Luther to Karl Barth have pointed 

out, the cross is so scandalous that it turns our normal reasoning process on its head. If 

God is revealed in this travesty, all our normal assumptions about reality must be wrong. 

Luther wrote, “He deserves to be called a theologian who comprehends the visible and 

manifest things of God seen through suffering and the cross. A theologian of glory calls 

evil good and good evil. A theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is.” 

If we do not find the story scandalous, it is because repetition and pious 

associations have dulled its impact. New Testament scholar Richard Horsley gives us a 

clinical description that strips away these associations. 

!  1
 



The Roman Empire left its marks on Jesus of Nazareth, most 

obviously on his body. Crucifixion was a Roman form of execution. It was 

designed to inflict the maximum pain and agony on its victims, by hanging 

them from a pole or crossbeam so that they were slowly suffocated to 

death over a period of many hours, perhaps even days. The Romans used 

crucifixion mainly to execute recalcitrant slaves and provincial insurgents 

against their rule. It was Rome’s ultimate way of dishonouring, 

demeaning, and dehumanizing the victims. 

Horsley’s commentary focuses our attention on the way Jesus died, and also on 

the reason why he died. In the manner of his death Jesus shared the fate of the most 

despised and marginalized members of his society. He experienced poverty in all of its 

dimensions. He was economically poor: at the end he had no possessions, not even 

clothes. He was politically poor, with no power to determine his own fate. He was 

culturally poor, denied and forsaken by all his friends and left with nothing to say for 

himself. He was poor in body, thirsty, racked with pain, and finally unable to breathe. 

And he was spiritually poor, feeling forsaken even by God. Those who are poor in all 

these dimensions at once are the truly poor, those who in Biblical language are literally 

“broken to bits” by oppression. 

In hindsight the reason why Jesus died was for our salvation, but that was not the 

proximate cause. He was killed for resisting the “powers that be” of his day. In the 

passion reading we saw him first before the religious authorities and then before the 

Roman governor. The priests and scribes plotted to kill him “out of jealousy,” because 
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they saw him as a threat to their authority; the charge of blasphemy was only a pretext. 

Pilate convicted him out of fear that he would claim earthly authority as King of the 

Jews, as the soldiers’ mocking makes clear. Crucifixion as a method of execution was not 

used for just any capital offence, but was reserved for those like Jesus and Barabbas who 

were seen as political threats. 

In today’s Epistle, Paul poetically summarizes what happened. Paul’s poem is in a 

form known as a chiasm, in which the first line parallels the last line, the second parallels 

the second last, and so on to the middle. The poem is actually in the shape of a cross, and 

its centre is the line “even death on a cross.” Christ begins as God’s equal, “empties 

himself” to the point of death as a slave and a criminal, and “therefore” is exalted to a 

status even more glorious than before. More remarkably still, Paul is telling his readers 

they are to follow Christ’s example in all this; they are to “have this mind in you, which 

was also in Christ Jesus.”  The pattern of self-emptying and humbling is one we are 

expected to follow in our own lives. 

The first epistle of John makes this point even more explicit. “We know love by 

this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one 

another.  How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a 

brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?” Of all the evils in this world, poverty is 

the one that is most clearly the result of human structures and choices and therefore for 

which there is the least excuse. 

In the 20th century, the movement known as liberation theology has expanded on 

the practical and political implications of the cross. If God himself took on the plight of 
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the truly poor, those who are “broken to bits,” then we as Christians are obliged to treat 

the poor with particular respect. This is what is known as liberation theology’s “bias to 

the poor.” The poor are sinners like us all, but their perspective is especially close to that 

of God himself and therefore must be privileged. Latin American theologian Jon Sobrino 

writes that “God’s impotence is the expression of God’s absolute nearness to the poor, 

sharing their lot to the end.” 

Yet this bias to the poor does not exclude those of us who are better off from 

God’s redeeming love. Canadian Roman Catholic theologian Mary Jo Leddy believes that 

Christ is neither in us nor in the poor, but on the boundary between us and them. The 

cross enables us to admit our own brokenness and frees us to stop judging the poor and 

instead to be truly intimate with them and walk with them, recognizing that our liberation 

is bound up with theirs and that God is with us on the journey. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theology went in this direction near the end of his life. His 

poem “Pagans and Christians” was written in prison shortly before he was executed by 

the Nazis in 1945. 

All people go to God in need, 

For help and calm and food they plead. 

That sickness, guilt and death may cease, 

All, Christians and Pagans, pray for peace. 

But some turn to God in God's need and dread, 

A God poor, despised, without roof or bread. 

By sin's harm weakened and by death distressed, 
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Christians stand steadfast by their God oppressed. 

God goes to all in their need and dread, 

Their souls' loving grace and their bodies' bread. 

By the crucified Lord who for them was slain, 

Both Christian and pagan God's pardon gain. 

Bonhoeffer’s theology of the cross directs us to engagement with the world, what 

he describes as “living unreservedly in life’s duties, problems, successes and failures, 

experiences and perplexities.” “In doing so,” he writes, “we throw ourselves completely 

into the arms of God, taking seriously, not our own sufferings, but those of God in the 

world – watching with Christ in Gethsemane.”  

In this Holy Week, I pray that we will commit ourselves to walk in solidarity with 

the crucified people of this world, in faith that both we and they will join in Christ’s 

resurrection. Amen. 

!  5
 


