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"Behold the wood of the cross..."
I'had planned to offer you the results of a learned disquisition on the

meaning of the Passion and while working on it had it sneak up and whack me
on the "Nightly News." You've no doubt heard the story —39 people, ranging
in age from 20 to 72, ritually committed suicide out in California. Their desire
was to leave their "human containers" behind and be taken up by a spaceship
hidden by the Hale-Bopp comet. There have been ritual suicides of late in France
and Canada as well, also tied to the same purpose...to find new life in some other
world. The stodgy historian in me could only think, on the one hand, of the
medieval Cathari who desired to leave the body to free the soul. The pastor, the
believer, wondered what's happened to the faith?

As I read the paper this morning I grew heartsick at the words of one of
the suicides —a 31 year old woman —who said that she wasn't sure if this group
was right, if anything was there, but she was certain that there was nothing here.
There was nothing here. What does that do to us Christians on the first of the
Church's three holiest days? How does it affect us as we hear Isaiah speak of the
exaltation of the suffering servant? What does it say to us as the writer to the
Hebrews gives us his explanation of the presence of a new and superior
priesthood and law? Just how are we to understand the 'passio' —the patient-
love-in-suffering —of the Christ in light of that dead woman's words? Quite
frankly, I've been agonizing over these questions, haunted by them. I think I
know why.

We've forgotten the power of what we have and who we are. Think
about it.

Annie Dillard, naturalist-contemplative-writer, has some interesting
insights into the notion of the holy. Something she wrote in Holy the Firm came
rocketing back to me. She explores the question of liturgy and concludes that,
by and large,Christian worship has become surface meetings with God, "set
pieces of liturgy as certain words which people have successfully addressed to
God without getting killed." Ultimately, she says of our approach to worship,
with no little humor:

on the whole I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs,
sufficiently sensible, aware of conditions. Does anyone have the
foggiest idea what sort of power we so blindly invoke? Or,as I
suspect, does no one believe a word of it? The churches are children
playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, making-up a batch
of TNT to kill a Sunday morning.

Today, beloved in Christ, we don't just "mix-up a batch of TNT" —today we play
with raw nitroglycerin.

Today we stand in the presence of an act so awesome, so powerful it's
beyond.the capacity of us to believe on our own. I like what the English
theologian P.T. Forsyth pointed out that in the death of Christ something was






