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Tonight we have read, again, John’s Passion Gospel (John 18:1-19:42) and I again am 

aware of the language of John and the unease it has caused me since junior high 

school. Having gone to school with the children and grandchildren of Holocaust 

survivors, most of whom had lost real relatives to “The Final Solution” of the Third 

Reich, I have become fully aware of what this reading on Good Friday has caused 

Christian to do to Jews. Parts or all of John 18 and 19 have been apart of the 

readings for Good Friday as long as there have been readings. History points to 

many pogroms beginning with the dismissal of church at the end of a Good Friday 

service.  

 

Quoting from March 29, 2021, Episcopal News Service, The Episcopal Church “has 

been wrestling with the perennial liturgical dilemma, one rooted in the biblical 

narrative’s centuries of prominence in Holy Week services. Episcopalians, 

consciously or not, confront it each year in their lectionary readings, particularly on 

Good Friday. The Episcopal Church cited its “problematic” references to “the Jews” 

when it offered sermon guidance eight years ago for Episcopal clergy struggling to 

provide the proper context. 

How to solve this problem of the Gospel of John? The trouble lies in the history of 

anti-Judaism associated with this foundational Christian text.” 

 

As part of their explanation of the resolution it had submitted to the 80th General 

Convention, The Diocese of Washington states : Annually, during Holy Week, the 

Episcopal Church requires us to hear language denigrating Jews in chapters 18 & 19 

of John’s Gospel.… This year Presiding Bishop Curry has proclaimed that the Church 

must stand against the rising tide of racism and anti-Semitism. In the face of this 
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rising tide, we need to do more than merely provide context and education because 

context does not stand on the same level as proclamation of Holy Scripture. 

 

According to Susan Butterworth, M.A., M.Div These are “…some of the most 

beautiful, painful, heart-wrenching passages of scripture, juxtaposed with one of the 

holiest, most beautiful, painful, heart-wrenching moments of the Christian story. 

Jesus, our beloved healer, lover of souls, champion of the poor, weak, and oppressed, 

the man who washed the feet of his friends, has been betrayed by one of those same 

friends.”  

James Alison wites that the true power of the cross rests in that 

“[Jesus] went to death as a victim. . . .  And the reason that this is important is 

that it catches us at our worst, as it were. The space of the victim is the kind 

of place none of us at all ever wants to occupy, and if we find ourselves 

occupying it, it is kicking and screaming. More to the point, we spend a great 

deal of time pointing fingers and making sure that other people get to 

occupy that space, not us. 

 

Now by Jesus going into, and occupying that space [of the victim], deliberately, 

without any attraction to it, he is not only proving that we needn’t be afraid of 

death, but also we needn’t be afraid of shame, disgrace, or of the fact that we 

have treated others to shame and disgrace. It is as if he were saying “Yes, you 

did this to me, as you do it to each other, and here I am undergoing this, 

occupying the space of it happening, but I’m doing so without being 

embittered or resentful. In fact, I was keen to occupy this space so as to try to 

get across to you that I am not only utterly alive, but that I am utterly loving. 

There is nothing you can do, no amount of evil that you can do to each other, 

that will be able to stop my loving you, nothing you can do to separate 

yourselves from me.”  
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Finally in her meditation of the Wisdom of the Passion Cynthia Bourgeault invites us 

to consider the meaning of the passion from a wisdom perspective, not as a 

spectator watching what Jesus did, but understanding what each of us is called to 

do: 

 

The passion is really the mystery of all mysteries, the heart of the Christian 

faith experience. By the word “passion” here we mean the events which end 

Jesus’s earthly life: his betrayal, trial, execution on a cross, and death. . . . 

 

The spectacle of an innocent and good man destroyed by the powers of this 

world is an archetypal human experience. It elicits our deepest feelings of 

remorse and empathy (and if we’re honest, our own deepest shadows as well). 

. . . It’s been used to stir anger and scapegoating. It’s been used to fuel anti-

Semitism, to induce personal guilt—“Christ died for your sins”—and to arouse 

devotion in a sentimental and even fanatical way. 

 

From a wisdom point of view, what can we say about the passion? . . .  The key 

lies in . . .  reading Jesus’s life as a sacrament: a sacred mystery whose real 

purpose is not to arouse empathy but to create empowerment. In other words, 

Jesus is not particularly interested in increasing either your guilt or your 

devotion, but rather, in deepening your personal capacity to make the passage 

into unitive life. If you’re willing to work with that wager, the passion begins 

to make sense in a whole new way. . . . 

 

The path [Jesus] did walk is precisely the one that would most fully unleash 

the transformative power of his teaching. It both modeled and consecrated the 

eye of the needle that each one of us must personally pass through in order to 

accomplish the “one thing necessary” here, according to his teaching: to die to 

self. I am not talking about literal crucifixion, of course, but I am talking about 

the literal laying down of our “life,” at least as we usually recognize it. Our only 
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truly essential human task here, Jesus teaches, is to grow beyond the survival 

instincts of the animal brain and egoic operating system into the kenotic (self-

emptying) joy and generosity of full human personhood. . .. 

 

What is the meaning of the passion? First of all, God wasn’t angry. Again: God 

wasn’t angry! Particularly in fundamentalist theology, you’ll often hear it said 

that God got so fed up with the sins and transgressions of Israel that he 

demanded a human sacrifice in atonement. But of course, this interpretation 

would turn God into a monster. How can Jesus, who is love, radiate and reflect 

a God who is primarily a monster? And how can Christians theoretically 

progressing on a path of love consent to live under such a reign of terror? No, 

we need to bury once and for all those fear-and-punishment scenarios that got 

programmed into so many of us during our childhood. There is no monster 

out there; only love waiting to set us free. 

 
Let us pray. (Silence) 
Almighty and ever living God, in your tender love for the human race you sent your 
Son our Savior Jesus Christ to take upon him our nature, and to suffer death upon 
the cross, giving us the example of his great humility: Mercifully grant that we may 
walk in the way of his suffering, and also share in his resurrection; who lives and 
reigns for ever and ever. Amen.  
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