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We have come now to the focal point of God’s activity in the world for us and for our salvation. 
This is the crossroads, the x on the map in time and space where God has chosen to come among 
us as one of us, as a specific person, at a specific time, in a specific place, because that’s the way 
incarnation works. It is by nature specific. Here in the specific life of Jesus, in the specific death of 
Jesus, God acts to save the world from the collateral damage of sin, death, and the power of evil.  
 How does that work? How does Jesus dying on a cross help us? There are all sorts of 
theories that have been put forth over the centuries that are more suited to a classroom than a 
worship service. And behind them is the social and religious context into which God chose to 
become incarnate in Jesus Christ. Also classroom stuff. I find all of that terribly interesting, as you 
might expect. But maybe you don’t. And really, that’s OK. You don’t have to. The bottom line 
and the central claim of Christianity is this: that somehow, by God’s grace, and against all 
expectations and common sense, God works in and through the crucifixion and resurrection of 
Jesus to solve our problem with sin, death, and evil. That claim is what we call the gospel, because 
we think that’s good news, and that it empowers our lives when we put our trust in it. 
 There is a danger, however, of missing that message and undermining its power. It’s a 
danger that comes when we don’t own the problem that God is solving through the cross, when we 
think of sin and evil as being other people’s problems, and not our own. And there is unfortunately 
a long history among Christians of doing just that, of pointing the finger at others while presuming 
that we are Jesus’ friends, presuming that he has no word of diagnosis for us, no exposing of our 
faults and failures so that they might be remedied.  
 One of the particularly egregious examples of this in our history has been our attitude 
toward the Jewish people, an attitude that often spilled over into concrete acts of discrimination 
and sometimes outright persecution. On one hand this is just one example among many of how we 
humans are instinctively hostile to those who are different. But on the other hand, we have 
sanctified this particular hostility by misreading the biblical text and misrepresenting the nature of 
the conflict in the gospels between Jesus and his religious opponents. It is terribly important to 
remember that Jesus’ disputes with the Scribes and the Pharisees and the High Priests were 
disputes with his own people, his own ethnic and religious group. The same is true for the Judeans 
mentioned in the readings from John’s Gospel that we will hear in a few moments. You will notice, 
if you look at the text in our bulletin, that the word Judean is in brackets. That’s to let you know 
that I have made an edit to our translation here. I have done this, based on the work of some 
prominent biblical scholars, in order to be more faithful to the original text, and to help us not 
misread its intention. The New Revised Standard Version of the Bible that we use at Grace, and 
most other English translations, translates the original Greek word here as Jews. But the word Jew 
in modern English has all kinds of connotations that Greek word simply did not have when the 
gospels were written. “Judean” is a better translation, because it’s more clearly about geography. 
Judeans are people from the territory of Judah, where Jerusalem was located. Jesus and his 
disciples were not Judeans, they were Galileans, from up in northern Israel. On Sunday we heard 
in the Passion according to Matthew that Peter was recognized by the Judeans as a Galilean 
because of his accent. This is like how we would recognize someone from Alabama or Texas, or 
Wisconsin or Minnesota, by the way they talk. Judeans and Galileans were all Jews, just like 
Texans and Minnesotans are all Americans.  
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 The failure to recognize this, the failure to understand that Jesus and his disciples were all 
Jews, has led Christians to misused these texts over the centuries to blame “the Jews” for Jesus 
crucifixion. There was something of a tradition in Europe centuries ago of Christians leaving 
church on Good Friday after hearing the Passion account that we will hear tonight, and attacking 
their Jewish neighbors. But also, particularly relevant to our current situation, there are a number 
of instances of Christians blaming Jews for causing plagues, particularly the Black Death of the 
14th century. And then of course the was the low point of this evil in the Holocaust of the 20th 
century, when Germans found it convenient to blame “the Jews” for their loss of the first world 
war and the hardships that followed. I wish that had been a sufficiently great evil to finally end 
Anti-Semitism throughout the world. But we know that it was not. In our own country, white 
supremacists have since taken on the banner of Nazism, and have, alarmingly, found renewed 
support in the current political climate. It’s clear to me that we will forever have to be on guard 
against the twisting of scripture in the service of such evil. 
 Anti-Semitism is an extreme form of blaming others in order to deflect blame away from 
yourself. If you can blame someone else for Jesus’ death, then you don’t have to think about how 
your own sinfulness is part of the problem that Jesus came to solve, or how in fact you are 
complicit in his death. As soon as I am done here we will sing the hymn “Ah, Holy Jesus,” which 
contains one of the most profound lines of any of our hymns: “Who was the guilty? Who brought 
this upon thee? Alas, my treason, Jesus, hath undone Thee. 'Twas I, Lord, Jesus, I it was denied 
Thee! I crucified Thee.” 
 Tonight is the night for living with that terrible truth in order that we might also hear the 
depth and breadth of God’s good news for us in Jesus Christ, that God loves even those who have 
made themselves God’s enemies, that Christ dies even for them – maybe especially for them. It 
was while we were still God’s enemies that we were reconciled to God through the death of his 
son. So writes Paul in Romans chapter 5. Pointing the finger at others not only deflects blame 
away from us. It also deflects away the God’s salvation somehow accomplished for sinners and 
enemies on the cross. So let us not fall into that trap. Let us instead own the truth of our part in the 
sin and evil that is all around us, so that we might be included among those whom God reconciles 
and saves. There is peace to be found there, peace that passes all understanding. May it be ours, 
and may it keep our hearts and minds fixed on our crucified savior this night, and throughout our 
lives. Amen. 
 


