LOOKING BACK: WHY DID HE HAVE TO DIE?

“You have to suffer something to be beautiful,” said my grandmother as she rolled my
mother’s hair up in little strips of cloth, hoping that during the night mother’s hair
would turn curly. A vain hope because in the mother would somehow manage, during
her sleep, to disentangle all the cloth and wake up to a real-life “bad-hair day.”

“No pain, no gain ladies,” shouted the aerobics instructors to classes of perspiring
women, struggling to reach their nose with their toes and almost certainly destined to
head straight for the nearest coffee and cake establishment once the class was over.

“You’ll thank me some day,” said the mother who banned her son from all computer
games, television programmes, football matches and nights out until his exams were

safely over and, sure enough, when he landed a high-powered, well-paid job, he may
have thanked her. But then there may also have been times, when sent from one end

of the world to the other at a moment’s notice; when only getting to see his own son

play football on a camcorder and when the recession threatened to send him down to
the dole queue anyway that he wondered if all that effort had really been worth it.

For your tomorrow we gave our today, reads the Burma war epitaph. Thousands of
men and women gave their lives for their country in the hopes that future generations
would have a better, safer life. But those who returned from the wars to find no jobs
and little help waiting for them; bereaved families who were forced to live in poverty;
younger generations who still see war and terrorism, corruption and megalomania
flourishing cannot help wondering if the sacrifice really was justified.

No pain, no gain. Fair enough. But do you always get the gain after the pain?

When Jesus told his disciples that he had to die, he was using a very strong Greek
word. It is necessary. It is imperative that I die. That term was used in religious circles
to stress the absolute will of God. “God has decreed that I must die.”

His disciples did not understand when he said this and they did not understand after
the event either. Why did he have to die? And was the gain worth the pain?
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As we know, Jesus’ friends had grown up with the expectation of a religious and
political leader who would take over the country, take over the world and put
everything right. So one way of looking at this death was that OK, Jesus had not been
a particularly “gung-ho” character during his lifetime and he had been executed by
evil people but somehow, this willingness to die would give him the right, at a future
date, to come back, take over the world, take over the country, put everything right
and, in particular, deal out punishment to those who had treated him so badly.

This was a hope that a lot of his followers clung to for a long time because to them,
credibility went hand in hand with political and social power. A god who suffered and
died made no sense to them and what would they possibly gain by following such a
god? No, Jesus would return and then everything would be as they had expected in the
first place- he would be a super-human type of Emperor. So they in their turn were
willing to suffer and die in the hopes of this future reward. At one point there was a
serious cult of martyrdom in the early church, with people putting themselves in the
way of wild beasts or racing chariots in the hopes of getting to their reward that much



faster. (A bit like the suicide pacts we hear of in religious cults these days.) And in
every generation there have been people interpreting the “signs of the times” and
prophesying that any minute now Jesus will come and bring the world as we know it
to an end.

Two thousand years later though, people are, understandably, asking questions. Is this
really what the death of Jesus was all about? If it was about getting to rule the world
then he is taking a long time about it and in the meantime the good are still suffering;
the bad are still flourishing and the innocent are still paying the price for the guilty.

And, going back to the Gospel, you have to admit that Jesus never did aspire to be
some kind of political leader. He never did try to take the world by force. He had
rejected that path right at the start of his ministry when he wrestled with the
temptations of the devil. Did you hear how he called Peter, “Satan,” because Peter’s
protests recalled so vividly the words of the devil? And then, when he spoke about his
death the second time, did you notice that he also rejected the popular idea of “the
greatest,” being the person who can make everyone else do as he wants? Also, how he
was totally free of professional jealousy- if another man was able to heal horrendous
mental illness even without Jesus’ official permission, then good for him!

To suffer the pain of the cross for the sake of gaining a future role as World Potentate;
a role Jesus had persistently rejected right through his ministry? It does not work,
does it?
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No pain, no gain. In many primitive religions, including the Jewish faith, belief in
sacrifice was strong. Living in an environment which was frighteningly unpredictable,
among elements of nature they did not understand, men and women came to believe
that, if they sacrificed something really precious to their gods, then those gods would
reward them with a good harvest or prevention of a flood; they would fight on their
side in battle; and they would forgive any misdemeanours. It was a kind of you
scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours arrangement.

So altars were built and gifts of fruit, corn, vegetables would be burned there as a
sacrifice to the gods. Animals would be killed and burned and in some civilisations
people even sacrificed their own children.

The Jews did not sacrifice human beings but they did offer animals, birds, produce of
the land and their system was quite carefully worked out as to which kind of sacrifice
was required in which particular situation.

The Christian faith inherited a lot of this tradition and what we call the “doctrine of
substitution atonement” arose. This taught, very basically, that God cannot have
anything to do with the human race because he is holy and we are sinful. The only
way God can come close to us is if blood is shed, if a sacrifice made to appease him.
The death of Jesus was the great and ultimate sacrifice for the sins of the world and
because Jesus’ blood was poured out on the cross, God is willing to meet with us.
Christ’s pain, our gain. You still find this doctrine expressed in some of our hymns
and worship material.

It has to be said that many people find this whole concept abhorrent and say that it
puts them right off Christianity. What kind of a god demands blood before he will talk
to you? And it still does not work because even good, faithful Christians get their
share of suffering, along with everybody else. So what is the point?



The fact that people don’t like an idea is not sufficient reason to say that it is not true
but I have to say that I cannot interpret anything Jesus said in this way. He did speak
of his death in terms of a sacrifice and as the will of God but he did not describe God
as a wrathful dictator, thirsting for blood. The reason Jesus got into so much trouble
from religious leaders was because he insisted on preaching God’s love, kindness and
forgiveness. He criticised the heavy burdens of obligation laid upon vulnerable men
and women by their religion. And more than once in the Old Testament, God was
heard to ask what benefit people honestly thought he gained from the smoke of
burning animals?

A god who puts a frail human race into a difficult and dangerous world, leaves them
to get on with it, screams blue murder because they cannot cope with it and demands
to see blood poured out before he will even think about doing anything for them is not
the god that Jesus taught and, to be perfectly honest, is that a god worthy of our
sacrifice anyway? I cannot see it.
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Why did Jesus have to die? This is my blood, he said, which is poured out for many.
So why was his blood poured out and who gained by it?

If you think about it, nothing in life worth having is gained without bloodshed- literal
or metaphorical. Every great discovery has demanded human sweat, blood, toil and
tears; every serious human relationship demands commitment- body and heart, soul
and mind; every huge mistake is paid for with suffering- often of the innocent as well
as the guilty. Yet to a certain extent we can accept no pain, no gain. We are capable
of making huge sacrifices for the sake of our future benefit or for the benefit of other
people: think of the Burma Epitaph: For your tomorrow we gave our today. We can
give and give sacrificially. Anger and cynicism set in when the pain is endured but the
gain is not there.

How long has it taken us even to begin thinking that for one race to claim a natural
superiority over another is not right and will not work? How long has it taken us to
face the fact that violence only breeds yet more violence? We have sacrificed millions
of lives, destroyed whole cultures and civilisations in the lust for power over one
another, only to find that the pain has not produced the gain.

What is it costing us now to learn that our mass encouragement to pursue material
wealth at all costs, believing that the world was a bottomless resource, was a fallacy?
What is it costing us now to have based our dreams and ideals on hype rather than on
truth? We have sacrificed family and community, faith and morality on the altar of
material gain and media spin only to learn that the pain has not produced the gain.

Jesus tried to tell us all this two thousand years ago. He rejected force, he rejected
violence, he rejected materialism and he rejected hype. And if you believe that he was
the Son of God then you have to face the fact that God’s ways are not, generally
speaking, our ways. And every time we try to call our ways “God’s ways,” the best
ways, we go very badly wrong. Blood is poured out, pain is suffered and at the end of
the day there is no gain.

So if you are God who loves the human race, how do you help these people who so
persistently adopt the wrong ideals and follow the wrong paths, pouring out their
lifeblood to no useful purpose? You come and live right among them. You exist
under their conditions of life. You teach them what is right and true in terms that they



can understand and you show them how to live by what is right and true in whatever
situation they find themselves.

You persist in condemning what is false and wrong, even when it loses you
popularity. You use your power to make things better for them and you show them
that this power lives in them when they live in you. You pour out your lifeblood for
them, literally and metaphorically, because this is the only way that you can get
alongside them. It is not you, as God, who needs their sacrifices. It is they who need
your sacrifice. My blood is poured out for many.

They kill you, as you always knew they would because your ways are not their ways
and they cannot cope with this yet. You die because you always knew you had to. The
last enemy of the human race is death and you have to go through that too. Everything
human about you has to be broken and destroyed.

Only then can you come back from the deepest, darkest places and hope to be
received as a God of love and power. Only then can you prove that your ways are the
ways of life and truth. Only then can vulnerable human beings even begin to trust you
as the one who will save them, lead them and empower them. Only then can they
begin to hope that spending their lives in what you taught them to be right and true
will be of benefit to them and to others because it will be a sharing in your broken
body and your poured out blood, becoming the life laid down to bring about the life
restored.

Why did Jesus have to die? He died for you and for me. Not to hit us with a guilt trip,
nor to seize totalitarian power over us. He died to reconcile us to God, to save us from
the hold that evil and death have on us, to give us life abundant and full; life that can
never be destroyed. He died to demonstrate in his own body the truth about life. He
died so that nothing could ever separate us from God’s love.

His pain. And, if we choose to accept it, our immeasurable gain.

Amen.



