The Fourth Sunday in Lent
March 14, 2010

Text:  2 Corinthians 5:16-21

Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.
_______________________________

Our Second Reading today – from Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians – is all about atonement, reconciliation.  Over the centuries theologians have constructed wonderfully brilliant theories of atonement.  Why is it that Jesus had to die?  All these theories of atonement are nothing but probings into mystery, the mystery of a love that did not have to be…but was…and is.  All the theories are nothing but imaginative riffs, variations, on the simple words of St. Paul today:  God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself.

Here’s something that C.S. Lewis wrote about atonement in his book, Mere Christianity:

The central Christian belief is that Christ’s death has somehow put us right with God and given us a fresh start.  Theories as to how it did this are another matter.  A good many different theories have been held as to how it works.  What all Christians are agreed on is that it does work.

I will tell you what I think it is like.  All sensible people know that if you are tired and hungry a meal will do you good.  But the modern theory of nourishment – all about the vitamins and proteins – is a different thing.  People ate their dinners and felt better long before the theory of vitamins was ever heard of.  A man can eat his dinner without understanding exactly how food nourishes him.  A man can accept what Christ has done without knowing how it works.

Like the story in our Gospel today, someone must go to the far country where you and I have strayed off to.  Someone like a Good Shepherd seeking a sheep that is lost.  Someone must go, but not just anyone.  If we are to be brought home, it has to be one who is, in the words of the Nicene Creed:  God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God.  Only He can bring us home Who comes from home.
Atonement.  Think of at-one-ment:  what was separated is now one.  But after such a separation there can be no easy reunion.  Reconciliation must do justice to what went wrong.  Atonement is not the work of a crooked accountant.  It is not a kindly overlooking, not a winking at what is wrong, not a benign cooking of the books.

Forgiveness costs.  Forgiveness costs dearly.  Recall when you were a little child and somebody – maybe you – did something very bad.  Maybe a lie was told, some money was stolen, or the cookie jar lay shattered on the kitchen floor.  For me – one of the many that I remember – it was my mudball thrown at a neighbor boy and finding its target right on his forehead!
The bad thing has been found out, and now something must happen, something must be done about it.  The fear of punishment is terrible – so fearful for me that I hid behind our garage where my father found me. The fear of punishment is terrible – but not as terrible as the thought that nothing will happen, that bad things don’t matter.  If bad things don’t matter, then good things don’t matter, and then nothing matters and the meaning of everything lies shattered – like the mudball splattered on Paulie’s forehead.
Something has gone dreadfully wrong with the world, and with us in the world.  Things are out of whack.  It is not all our fault, but it is our fault, too.  We cannot blame our distant parents for that fateful afternoon in the garden, for we were there.

Oh, sure, it is easy to point out the really heinous sins and sinners…fingering Hitler and Mao and Pol Pot.  But Alexander Solzehnitsyn, who himself spent years in a Stalinist labor camp in Siberia….even Solzehnitsyn refused to point the finger only at Stalin.  He reminded us:  the line dividing good and evil does not run between me and him….no, it runs through the middle of every human heart.

To belittle our sins is to belittle their forgiveness, to belittle the love of the Father who welcomes us home.  

St. Paul, you may remember, called himself the chief of sinners.  As Fr. Richard John Neuhaus has commented, concerning himself:  About chief of sinners I don’t know, but what I know about sinners, I know chiefly about me.  

The things we have done wrong seemed, or mostly seemed, small at the time.  The word of encouragement withheld, the touch of kindness not given, the visit not made, the trust betrayed, the cutting remark so clever and so cruel, the illicit sexual desire so generously entertained, the lie we thought would do no harm.  It is such a long and tedious list of little things.  

These then are the truths at the heart of atonement.  First, something has gone terribly wrong:  we find ourselves in a distant country, far from home, like the prodigal son.  Second, whatever the measure of our guilt, we are responsible.  Then, third, something must be done about it.  Things must be set right.

And that brings us to the fourth great truth of atonement:  whatever it is that needs to be done, we cannot do it.  Oh, we try to do it ourselves, don’t we?  A seminary classmate of mine, Will Willimon, writes about the time when he was in junior high school, and he read his first religious book…by Norman Vincent Peale….a self-help book.  Here’s Peale’s advice he remembers reading:

· Get up early and rock in a rocking chair for at least 15 minutes, thinking good thoughts about the day ahead.

· Make a list each day of the good things you are going to do that day.

· Set aside some time each day to write a letter to someone who has touched your life in a positive way, thanking them for their influence upon you.

· Volunteer two hours per week.

· Read at least one positive book.

· Have three conversations per day with people who are positive.

Will concludes:  By the end of the book I was so depressed about all that I had to do in order to be a better person, I just decided to stay who I was!

But that is the fourth great truth about atonement:  whatever it is that needs to be done, we cannot do it.  If things are to be set right, if justice is to be done, somebody else will have to do it.  And it cannot be done by just anybody.

Who, then, is to do it?  It must be someone who is in no way responsible for what has gone wrong.  It must be done by an act that is perfectly gratuitous, that is not driven by necessity….and act that is perfectly free.  But where is such a One to be found?

We look for scapegoats, don’t we?  We all have our own excuses.  The guards at the death camp, the husband cheating on his wife, the executive padding expense accounts, the physician giving a lethal dose of morphine in the nursing home – they all have excuses:

· I was obeying superior orders;

· I have uncontrollable needs that must be satisfied;

· Everybody does it;

· We must relieve the world of useless lives.

Name the crime and it is fitted out with an excuse.  My parents abused me; I was deprived; I was spoiled; my genes made me do it.

All the Adams and the Eves join with the brightest and best of philosophers to declare that this is just the way the world is.  And guess who is responsible for the world?  Why, it’s God, isn’t it!?!  He’s the one who made us like this.  And so, in order to satisfy justice, we human beings have made ourselves the jury and the judge, and we have put God on trial.  And with one voice, we point to the prisoner in the dock, and we declare:  “God is guilty!”

We have taken the One who is really our Judge, and we have judged him, judged him in our place.  And amazingly, lovingly, graciously, the prisoner in the dock calmly responds, “For this I was born.”  In his perfect freedom, Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God, the One we have made the scapegoat, is himself, in freedom, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world…..this One is condemned by the lie in order to bear witness to the truth.
God must die.  It is a lie so monstrous…except that God accepts the verdict.  Only by submitting to our folly could he save us from our folly.

Yet it hardly seems possible that injustice could be set right by a still greater injustice, that wrong could be set right by a still greater wrong.  Yet that is what St. Paul appears to suggest:  For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  God must become what we are in order that we might become what God is.  To effectively take our part, he must take our place.

This is what we Christians through the ages have called “the happy exchange.”  This exchange, this reversal, is at the very center of the story of our redemption.  And three weeks from now, at our Easter Vigil, we will sing of the felix culpa – “the happy fault”:

O happy fault, O necessary sin of Adam, which gained for us so great a Redeemer!

Atonement.  At-one-ment.  What was separated by an abyss of wrong has been reconciled by the deed of perfect love.  What the first Adam destroyed, the second Adam has restored.

And it all happened at the cross.  Here, through the cross, we have come home, home to the truth about ourselves, home to the truth about what God has done about what we have done.  And now we know, or begin to know, why that awful, awe-filled Friday is called good.
