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Love wins. That’s the name of a new book by a non-denominational, evangelical preacher named Rob Bell. I confess to you that I have not yet read it, but I intend to do so, because not only do I affirm the message of the title, but because – from the many reviews I have read - Rob Bell sounds like a closet Episcopalian! Love wins: a powerful and appropriate message for Good Friday.


By a quirk of time and tide, we have observed this week the first anniversary of the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico and Earth Day. Much of our collective focus in the past year has been centered around disasters of nature, such as earthquakes and tsunamis, tornadoes, floods and fires, not to mention individual, personal disasters of illness and death; economic disasters such as the past couple of years have brought upon so many in the global community, and the disasters which can be caused by jealousy, guilt, shame, blame, greed, anger and bitterness, bullying, domestic violence . . . the list goes on and on. And yet – Love wins. We who live this side of the Resurrection of our Savior Jesus Christ know that promise. Love wins. The Gospel proclaims that truth. In the Scriptures we read that God created the heavens and the earth and called them “Good,” and has never deviated from that proclamation. In a time when we are just becoming aware of the many ways in which our self-centeredness as human beings can destroy the beauty of the natural world – to say nothing of our relationships with God and one another – God’s promise is always one of Creation, reconstruction, and reconciliation, and invites us to participate in that work.
In an era in which there is a great deal of scholarly and armchair energy revolving around the relationship between science and religion, I submit to you that on this day God once took occasion to change both the physics and chemistry of Creation, and made all things new. This is “the day that changed the world.”


That's what Richard Holloway calls Good Friday in his book entitled A New Heaven, a brief volume about the events of Holy Week and Easter that brings into focus for modern Christians the true meaning of the Paschal Mystery: Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again. In it, Holloway describes how, by Christ's death on the Cross, "every atom in the universe is, by some strange chemistry, fundamentally altered." (p. 16)


"When we think about the cross," says Holloway, "we are thinking about one of the grimmest instruments of torture ever devised by the cruel imagination of [humanity]." (p. 45) And yet, the power of the love of God was able to turn it into THE instrument of renewal and life

And that's why the Friday of Holy Week is called "Good" Friday and not "Bad" Friday - because on this day of our Lord's suffering and death, salvation came into the world. And that's Good News! Love wins.

This day is a gift to us.


It's one of those many imponderable paradoxes of this Holy Week that in one man's death there was life for the whole world; that an instrument of such humiliation and torture could become the instrument of exaltation and glory, not only for Jesus of Nazareth, but also for each one of us, and for all of humanity.


The Cross, and the saving action of God that was worked upon it, have inspired some of the greatest artists of all times and places. Hundreds of hymns have been written about it (we’ll sing some in just a little while), probably hundreds of thousands of sermons have been preached about it; artisans working in all kinds of media have crafted magnificent models of it; countless prayers have been fashioned and offered on its behalf.


And yet, the Cross alone is not sufficient for our adoration. Outside the gates of first-century Jerusalem, and in the outskirts of other cities of the ancient Roman empire, hundreds of ordinary criminals were nailed to crosses to die a long and agonizing death from loss of blood, dehydration, and suffocation. It was common practice to put serious felons to death in this manner. And it became a kind of grisly spectator sport to crowd around and watch. The death of Jesus of Nazareth was just one such death among many. So the Cross alone, as a tool of destruction, is not sufficient for our adoration.


It is the love of Almighty God at work in the mystery of the Cross that is the foundation of our worship on Good Friday. The kind of love God shows for each of us which leaves us filled with awe and wonder. Because the Cross itself would not be important to us without the Resurrection that follows it. No one would have had any inclination to remember Jesus of Nazareth, minor political insurrectionist, simply because he died on a cross. But the fact that he rose again, breaking all the natural laws of death and the grave, brought the world face to face with the staggering power of the love of the living God. Love wins.

Every Good Friday, we read the Passion narrative from the Gospel of John. Earlier in his account, John sums up the entire mystery of the passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth in one magnificent sentence: "God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son that all who believe in him should not perish, but have everlasting life." Martin Luther called this single verse "the Gospel in a nutshell." Yet even this verse has been used to exclude some and imply that only Christians are worthy of the love of God. Those who stop at that sentence and do not continue to the very next sentence fail to hear the powerful message, “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.” (John 3:17) Love wins. 

The mystery of the Cross lies in the gift of wondrous love that God has offered each of us in taking on our own human nature in order to redeem us from bondage to sin and death. The mystery of God's glory then is within each of us - think of it: in us! in you and me - because Christ was one of us, and continues to work out the mystery of his death and resurrection in our own lives, leading each of us every day along the path which he has already pioneered, nourishing us with his own Body and Blood, and sending us into the world to share the strength and peace that they contain.


The Cross proclaims the great, naked Truth in our lives: God loves us. You, me, everybody, and all of Creation. In a nutshell, that is all there is to it! Years after that momentous event, St. Paul would say, Nothing - not death nor life, nor angels nor any other powers in heaven or on earth - nothing can separate us from the love of God. Richard Holloway says "Nothing that we do is sufficient to drive [God] away." (p. 47) The limitless love of God, he says, is "that long rope that stretches right into Hell itself and out the other side." (p. 125) Love wins.

And so we come here to worship that gift of the mind-boggling love of God shown to us stretched naked on the Cross. We worship because in this one Death is all our Life; in this brokenness is drawn together all our smashed and broken pieces, as Christ draws all humanity to new one-ness in himself; in this example of humiliation lies also exaltation and glory - for Christ and for each one of us - beyond anything we can ever imagine. On this day, at about the ninth hour - that is, at about 3:00 in the afternoon, Scripture tells us - the power of God turned the whole universe upside-down; in Christ’s solidarity with us sanctified the suffering of every human being, transformed an ugly instrument of affliction into a glorious instrument of blessing, changed every atom in the universe, and made it gloriously new.


In a moment, we will have the opportunity to bring to the Cross in prayer all our sorrows, all our brokenness, all our woundedness. They will be laid upon the Cross and lifted up to the only One who is able to take those sorrows, brokenness, and woundedness and, by the power of his love, transform them and make them holy, even as he has transformed and made us holy through his own suffering, death, and resurrection.


Come with me, then, to the Cross, and let us bring all that we are or ever have been. All our hopes and fears; all our bitterness, anger, jealousy, grief; "all that we quarrel about and all that we have misused" (Undset: Christmas and Twelfth Night), and let us nail them in prayer to the Cross, that through the power of the Resurrection, both they and we may be transformed to light and beauty in the fire of God's love.     


Love always wins.



