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The Paradox of Our Faith: Dying to Live
Exodus 12:1-14; John 13:1-17, 31b-35

Those of us who have lived in the South all of our lives know that we
Southerners have a unique way of expressing ourselves.  Even transplants
from the northern or western reaches of our country understand that it
sometimes requires a bit of translation to get the “gist” of what a Southerner
is saying.  For instance, there are a number of words that are unique in the
South:

“Bard”– a verb.  The past tense of the infinitive "to borrow." 
Usage: "My brother bard my pickup truck." 

“Jawjuh” – a noun.  A highly flammable state just north of Florida.
Usage: "My brother from Jawjuh bard my pickup truck." 

“Munts” – a noun.  A calendar division.
Usage: "My brother from Jawjuh bard my pickup truck, and I ain’t
herd from him in munts." 

“All” – a noun.  A petroleum-based lubricant.
Usage: "I sure hope my brother from Jawjuh puts all in my pickup
truck." 

“Far” – a noun.  A conflagration.
Usage: "If my brother from Jawjuh doesn't change the all in my
pickup truck, that thangs gonna catch far."

We also know that Southerners use other interesting words to express
what they are doing or feeling.  We say that we are “fixin’ to go to the store,”
meaning that we are getting ready to go shopping.  We may say that we are
“Dying to know something,” meaning that we can’t wait to find out some bit of
news.  In fact, in the South, we might be dying to go, dying to try, dying to
hear, or dying to see.

It is true that Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, which was in the
southern kingdom when Israel was a divided nation.  I am not certain,



however, that this fact alone influenced the reality that, in terms of the
conclusion of his ministry, Jesus was dying to live.

Both of the stories we have heard this evening have to do with dying
and living.  The first, the story of the original Passover, tells us what the
Hebrew people had to do in order to avoid dying so that they could escape
from Egypt to a new life in the Promised Land.  The second story, an account
of Jesus celebrating the Passover meal with his disciples, is about Jesus
explaining once again what it means to die to self in order to live for others.

This concept sounded as odd to the disciples as saying something like, 
"My brother from Jawjuh bard my pickup truck, and I ain’t herd from him in
munts." would to someone from New England.  The words simply did not
compute.  So Jesus offered them an object lesson.  Once they were all
seated, he took off his robe, wrapped a towel around his waist, and washed
each one’s feet.  Ordinarily, a servant would perform such a menial task, but
Jesus wanted his closest friends to see him as a servant.  They were
shocked.  Peter even refused to allow Jesus to wash his feet until Jesus
warned the former fisherman that he could have no share in the future of their
ministry unless he allowed his Lord to serve him.  Summing up what he had
done, Jesus said to the disciples, “I give you a new commandment, that you
love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. 
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one
another" (John 13:34-35).

Love is a funny thing.  While we often associate love with warm, fuzzy
feelings and happy thoughts, love is, as we would say in the South, “tougher
than nails!”  In fact, before Jesus and his friends left the upper room that
evening and headed for the Garden of Gethsemane, he said to them, “No one
has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John
15:13).  The ultimate expression of love, according to Jesus, is to die so that
someone else might live.

Dying to live is truly a paradox of our faith.  Jesus taught that in order
to live spiritually in the world, we have to die to self and be reborn in the
likeness of Christ.  In order to serve as Christ served, we have to die to self
in order to live for others.

Tonight we remember that Jesus willingly laid down his life for his
friends among whom we are numbered.  He laid down his life when he left his
hometown of Nazareth and plunged into the baptismal waters of the Jordan. 
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He laid down his life when he walked into the wilderness and endured the
temptations of Satan.  He laid down his life when he went back home to
preach among his family and friends and challenged their parochial
understanding of God’s mercy.  He laid down his life time and time again as
he taught and healed, fed and listened, walked and sat, interpreted and
challenged, loved and redeemed.  He laid down his life many times before he
was lifted onto the cross.  He laid down his life because that is what someone
who loves does.  He laid down his life because it was the means by which we
might live.

In a devotion posted on our website on Tuesday of this week, Amy
Shortt included an excerpt from a book by David Richo.  A portion of that
writing might well have been the thinking of Jesus before and during his
crucifixion.  Richo wrote:

When pain becomes part of our life, graces yield endurance,
patience and compassion.  We in turn are affected by others' pain
and are less likely to be sources of pain to others.  The wounds
inflicted upon us when others are not always loyal or loving make
us people of depth and character.  Perhaps such wounds are
graces since the holes in us can be openings to wholeness.  Most
of all, those wounds challenge us to show unconditional love to all
people.1

On the evening of his arrest, Jesus experienced the wounds of
disloyalty on the part of his closest friends.  The next morning, the very people
whom he had been born to love called for his execution.  That afternoon the
wounds inflicted, not merely by the nails and the spear, but by the voices and
hearts of the people, became openings for wholeness.  Jesus died and was
raised to live, attaining the fullness of life for the Incarnate of God.  Perhaps
more important, those wounds became openings to wholeness for us so that
Jesus’ death would not be in vain.  His death made way for his resurrection. 
His resurrection made possible our fullness of life.

No matter how you say it–with crispness, a nasal twang, or a drawl–this
paradox of faith is graciously true for us all.  In his ministry, Jesus was dying
to live–dying so that we might live.  In turn, we live so that we might serve and
show Jesus’ kind of love to all people.  Perhaps the paradox of our faith is
best expressed in the prayer attributed to Saint Francis of Assissi:

1David Richo, The Five Things We Cannot Change… and the Happiness We Find by Embracing
Them, (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 2005).
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Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;
where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;
where there is darkness, light;
and where there is sadness, joy.

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console;
to be understood as to understand;
to be loved as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive;
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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