The Texts of the Convivium
WHY THE CROSS?

Christianity is a faith requiring humble allegiance, but also discernment. A believer finds divine content, expressed in human language. Every language is linked to a culture, and every culture has its own historical evolution. Therefore a formulation that may find enthusiastic support today may appear hackneyed and trite tomorrow. 

It is beneficial to receive the substance of Christianity, which intends to be the revelation of God, with trusting abandon; however, as far as form is concerned, it is much less beneficial to take it literally in its entirety, including in it every detail of its “human too human”. 

Without prejudice to the substance of the act of faith, in order to grasp the true meaning of Christianity it is right to interpret it in terms of a religious and mystical experience which is gained slightly more deeply at first hand. 

I believe a similar criterion applies especially in the face of questions such as: “Why was Christ born and why did he live among us?” “Why did he die on the cross?” “What is the meaning of the cross in Christianity?” “What is the meaning of sacrifice in Christianity?” 

	 Now we have to come to deal with a series of interpretations, which are clearly linked to cultures of other times, and which must certainly be remembered with interest and respect; however, I would say they should not be regretted much, if it is true that we are coming out of them as “struggling ashore out of the wide ocean”, to borrow the expression from the Poet or, if you prefer, out of the forest and into free heavens. 


An interpretation which is certainly traditional and which, however, seems to be a bit dated is the following: Jesus, the God-Man, the human being in which the very infinite God becomes incarnate, comes to suffer a death penalty to redeem a sin which people committed offending God infinitely. 

There is the idea of a sin which you pay for with the death penalty: with that capital punishment which was once deemed right and proper and was meted out to all and sundry without a second thought, whereas today inflicting it has become ever more repugnant and has gradually disappeared from state legislations. 

An infinite sin means infinite punishment, which only an infinite Being can redeem. And why? To give satisfaction to the wounded pride of God, who, being perfectly just, brings his justice to bear requiring adequate reparation. Otherwise his honour would be at stake.

What kind of God is a God who does not bring his authority to bear? A God which does not mete out adequate punishment? And what sort of justice is it if guilt were not to be offset by a sentence of such proportions as to rebalance the scales? 

Of course, when we say that God is our Father and Mother, then the precise ruthless exercise of similar justice, such accounting of punishment, cannot but clash with fatherly and especially motherly love, which is completely different, indeed opposite. 

Unfortunately many are the children who disobey their parents and fail to respect them. Let us try then to imagine a father, and especially a mother, playing the game of justice and requiring that a certain type of guilt be repaid by a given reparation. But a mother and father worthy of such appellations wish their son the best: nothing else really! 

His best includes his correction, which may also require resorting to some appropriately strict corrective means; punishment, however, is never an end in itself, it is never conceived as retribution of guilt, or of mischief, to bring the famous scales back into balance. Only insane or maniac parents may be fond of such a sad game. After the master-father the figure of a judge-father would only enrich a  gallery of portraits, which is already quite full, of degenerated human characters. 

In the relationship between parent and child, or between God and his creature, any abuse, or even mere use, of justicialist calculations finds its clearest challenge in the evangelical parable of the prodigal son. After that the question, even though in pharisaic terms may remain open indefinitely, in Christian terms is decidedly closed. 

Not to mention the gruesome episodes which a certain tradition associates to it. Death penalty, the lex talionis, an eye for an eye a tooth for a tooth, slaughtered calves, bloody sacrifices, plenty of bloodshed. I believe that getting entangled and enmeshed in such a whirl of ideas holds us prisoners of a decidedly barbarian mentality. 

Of course those are the ways in which people in other times, in ferocious yet poetical ages, interpreted Christianity itself. There are strong and meaningful images, which perhaps should not be abandoned completely only to be replaced by a language which is more exact, but dull and soulless. 

Let us continue to use certain archaic images, considering them symbols, rather than language to be taken literally, that may beguile us with its suggestions to such an extent as to give rise to a mix-up of concepts and contents that may deceive us. 

We may dress up as ancient Jews if we have to play parts as actors and extras in a biblical drama, but it is really better not to play the part of the ancient Jews to the bitter end, to continue to see everything with their eyes, as the orthodox Jews dressed in black are accustomed to do or possibly as those who say that the world has existed for about six thousand years as this can be inferred from the Bible! 

Let us speak of sacrifice and the cross, but with a more precise reference to those basic Christian ideas which clarify its Christian meaning, which ought not to be confused with associations of ideas of a different origin and with a different meaning. 

In its very essence Christianity is basically love. At the first origin of everything, God is Love. He is the one who creates on a love impulse and he is the first one to love his creation. And He loves it infinitely, as everything is infinite in Him. 

And it is again for love that God becomes incarnate, to restore the creation degraded by sin and to lead it effectively to its perfecting fullness. 

God becomes man so that man may become God and glorify the whole creation, turning its very matter into a conduit of the highest spirituality. 

Love is a gift. A loving God is an infinite gift. A God that becomes incarnate realises his potential as divine Man moved by that love without limits that spurs him to total self-sacrifice. A God incarnate loves unconditionally and offers himself completely, unlimitedly. 

Paraphrasing the apostle Paul one can say: the God incarnate, having the form of God, does not believe that being like God is prey or plunder (or something to be received with greed and to indulge in egoistically); on the contrary he becomes empty taking on the form of a slave, in a spirit of total service. Therefore he appears in the guise of a man. And, as such, he becomes obedient till his death on the cross (Phil 2, 6-8). 

The utmost, the climax of self-oblation is sacrificing one’s life, in the most painful and shameful death, in total abasement. 

Anything one deprives oneself of by offering it to God, so that He can take possession of it and use it personally, renders that thing “sacred”, it “makes it sacred”, it is sacrum facere, it is sacrifice. 

The God-Man who in self-oblation offers himself to his divine Father sacrifices his whole humanity to him. He no longer has his own will, he has no longer “sensitive inclinations” linked to his human nature, he no longer has egotism, he has overcome every selfishness and egocentrism and any form of attachment. 

Rather than an absolute value in itself, the cross is the maximum expression of God’s love and, in God, of the love for creation and his human brothers. The primum, the absolute is Love: that love which realises its potential and is validated and confirmed in offering oneself up and reaches its highest point in self-sacrifice. 

It is God who loves us first. Our love for Him is the right human response, something we owe Him and which is suitable.  

Those who love God live according to the Spirit; whereas living according to the flesh, that is to say according to the impulses of sensitive nature, means humouring our own egotism. 

Saint Paul says that “PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or spirit"to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace”. Indeed, the apostle goes on to say, PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or spirit"“the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law - indeed it cannot, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Rom 8, 6-8). 

Living according to the Spirit means taking on an attitude of oblation towards God, to strengthen it, increase it, and turn it into that total and perfect oblation of which Christ is the highest paragon. 

Let us now go back to ask ourselves why Christ came to live among us. Let us consider that classic answer we mentioned above, which can be summed up in the following words: “Christ came among us to pay for our sin, so as to offer the right expiation required by an infinite sin which had offended God infinitely. Only the death on the cross of the God-Man could satisfy divine justice”. 

Our personal impressions are only worth so much. Yet the fact that people like us, however imperfect in their sensitivity and  formation, somehow have a bad impression is certainly not a good sign. So I take the liberty to say that I have the very strong impression that the one we have just given is the most limiting and obtuse answer that might have been conceived, the most arid and squalid and devoid of spiritual meaning: such an answer seems to result not so much from a deep mystical experience, but rather from an almost maniac warping of a legalistic mentality (and as such – we can add this comment too – not even very cultivated) that has stopped at a decidedly archaic evolutionary stage. 

I do not in any way mean to say that the above interpretation is in its essence completely negative. Even in its most unfortunate legalistic terms, it manages to convey divine transcendence, the incommensurability between man and God, the need for God himself to become incarnate in man to bridge that chasm. 

We cherish all traditions, including those whose maintenance would prove to be intolerable. We can keep certain definitions of the past, as well as certain powerful and meaningful images, at least as reference points. 

It bears repeating that what is important is not to take them literally, not to stop at them as if they were the final part of the discourse, but to learn to look through them with the eyes of the Spirit. 

Let us re-read a passage of the Letter to the Romans: (8, 2-4): “…The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the flesh,PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or and as a sin offering" so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit”. PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or spirit" 

There is no doubt that this is a “sentence”, with an evident use of the language of criminal justice, which must have made the mouth of some jurists water, and even of some conceptualising jurists-theologians who are more numerous than the stars in the sky. However this summary juridical comparison breathes in an entirely spiritual atmosphere and it is as if it were overwhelmed by it. 

But let us go back to the question why Christ came among us. Let us hear his reply. 

“For this I was born”, says Jesus in the Gospel of John (18, 37), “and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth”. And he added: “Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice”. 

Again the Gospel of John, right at the beginning (ch. 1), speaks of a Word of God, where there is that “life” which is “the light of all people”. He himself is “the true light, which enlightens everyone”. He came into the world, but the world did not recognise him. But the people who recognised him were endowed by the Son of God with the power of becoming themselves Children of God. 

In his becoming incarnate in men the divine Word revealed itself “full of grace and truth” (see Jn, ch. 1). From this “fullness” we have “received” all those who have welcomed him. Therefore, if “the law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ”, Jesus is the first to open a new road, that leads those who wish to travel it following him to an infinite destination. He offers himself as the first born among many brothers, all heirs to God and co-heirs to Christ, who are all called upon to become one with him as he is with his Father. 

And therefore, as Christ testifies to the Truth, the divine Truth which becomes incarnate in him, we too must bear witness. Bearing witness is living according to the Spirit fully. No longer according to the flesh, which must be crucified in us, as was crucified in Christ. 

The old man who is in us must die. The initiation death of the old man must occur in any case. The flesh is killed in us whether we are killed literally as martyrs or if the circumstances force us to offer our life in a different way, committing us to a long life of work and – why not – a meditative and tranquil life. 

Let us remember the evangelical saying that those who want to save their life will lose it. On the contrary the true Christian renounces his carnal existence in offering it. 

If we are true Christians to the core, whether we live or die, we offer our lives to the Lord. We offer ourselves to him totally, willing to shed our blood, if necessary, to suffer death with that courage which we may normally lack, but that he himself promised he would give us when we need it to bear witness properly. 

Jesus testified, just as we are now called upon by him to testify in our turn. Testifying is offering our life. Certainly the cross of Christ is the ultimate confirmation of his total self-sacrifice to God, just as dying as a martyr is to the Christian. 

The supreme offer of Jesus Christ was confirmed by the sacrifice of passion and death on the cross which made it perfect. The sacrifice of the Calvary is continuously commemorated and renewed in the holy Mass or the Eucharistic liturgy. 

Things went in such a way that the passion and death of Christ have actually become an exemplary fact which is extremely meaningful. The sacrifice of the Calvary has become the prototype of every martyrdom (according to Greek etymology “martyr” means “witness”). It has also become the prototype of every sacrifice and gift and offer to God, of every form of generosity towards God. 

But is it necessary for all Christians to die as martyrs? Of course not: it depends on the circumstances. 

And was it truly necessary for Christ to be the first one to die on the cross? He himself did not feel the absolute need if it is true that according to Matthew (26, 39-44), he begged his Father to spare him that bitter chalice with mounting insistence and for three times. 

Notwithstanding this every time he added: “Yet, not my will but yours be done”. These are words reported by Luke (22, 42), while Matthew (26, 42) reports the following slightly different, but equivalent, words: “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done”. 

And what is the will of God? That his Son should die at all costs, and in that atrocious way? I really cannot understand how this can be reconciled with the love of a God, unless this is supposed to remain locked in the treasure chest of those famous unfathomable mysteries which one resorts to every time one does not know what to say when confronted with something absurd. 

 Did God want his Son to die on the cross for the prophecies to come true? God certainly knows the future in all its evils and misfortunes, but that does not mean that he decides them. 

I believe it is quite clear that if Jesus died on the cross this happened by the will of people, who, however enlightened by his testimony, did not want to understand him, did not want to be open to him and his message and rejected him. 

Of course, they were blinded by prejudice and this is why Jesus on the cross had the utmost charity to forgive them: “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Lk 23, 34). But a similar prejudice had more remote roots, if it is true that in three years of preaching Christ had offered such strong and clear testimony. Therefore whether it is guilt or obtuseness or a bit of both, or whether it be different expectations of an armed and triumphant liberator, or other psychological factors, whoever they may be, it is certain that it was the people who wanted the death of Jesus Christ. 

Those very people to whom he had testified wanted the death of Jesus. If those people had accepted Christ they would have certainly let the will of God be done in a much better way. 

“Many are called, but few are chosen”, this is what is said in one passage of the Gospel (Mt 22, 14). Jesus had called those men one by one, but each one of them in order to become “chosen”, should have answered positively. Unlike what happens in a human election, one does not become a candidate for a divine election on one’s own initiative, but by complying with God’s initiative. It is God who loves us and calls us first. He calls the “many”, which means all; however those who answer are “few”, so that the call may become a “choice”. 
It is not just to be “chosen” that one has to reply positively to God’s call, but also to be “from God”. God is revealed to everyone, offers himself to everyone, but only a few make room for him deep within their souls, allowing God to be born in them, to manifest himself in them with a full presence, and allowing them to be born in Him. 

Only the one who opens the shutters of his soul to the divine ray so as to let it in effectively, only he “is from God” and, as such, lets his will be done, lives for him only, and the first thing he does is listen to him: “Whoever is from God hears the words of God” (Jn 8, 47). 

God sent the Messiah among the people to enlighten them, to guide them on the right path and to allow them to go on as far as their destination. He did not necessarily send him to be killed. In order to truly let God’s will be done, the people should have been open to Christ. Those who have done the opposite, those who wrongly accused him and sent him to his death, to such a cruel and shameful death, have certainly acted against God’s will. 

At that point, due to the bad will of certain people, due to their blind fanaticism, due to their foolish resistance to God’s will, there was no way-out of that situation. So at that point the will of the Father could only be that the first Witness of the Christian faith should behave consistently, and setting aside all fears, he should insist in his testimony up to the end. 

What was the alternative, if not disavowal, retraction, abjuration? Could Jesus, the first Witness of the new faith fail his testimony like some of his disciples who withdrew in fear rejecting martyrdom? Could Jesus betray the Father, as Peter denied Jesus before the rooster crowed? 

Of course, if those Jews who sent Jesus to his death had stopped in time, they would have acted well according to God’s will and Jesus would have been saved without any shame, indeed to his full glory, as if he had wrought the greatest of his miracles. 

However, God’s will was brutally disregarded and therefore there was nothing else He could wish for Jesus of Nazareth called Christ, but martyrdom to be suffered with extreme courage, offering himself up totally, for a love going beyond all limits. 

It is certain that God wants the testimony of his “children”, of his “friends” to be accepted everywhere. Once it is accepted with enthusiasm he wants that testimony to bear the best fruit so that it can transform the world radically and extend the kingdom of God everywhere at every level. 

God wants – and we can be sure of that, too – his prophets not to be stoned to death any more, his apostles not to suffer any torment, his faithful not to be persecuted or marginalised. 

God wants the triumph of his kingdom in a situation of peace, in an atmosphere of mutual benevolence and universal harmony, where everyone takes care of one’s own and everyone else’s progress, so that everyone may know the truth, create beauty, do good at the highest degree and even to an infinite extent. 

But at a certain point, right at the advent of God’s kingdom, what will happen to that devotion, to that shedding of carnal desires, to that renouncing every selfishness and egocentrism, to that initiation death that gave the bloody martyrdom its genuinely profound Christian meaning? There is no doubt that all this will retain its full value. And the same goes for that love that gives meaning to all this.

 As to the rest… no more people crucified or stoned to death, no more people killed for the cause, no more people killed without any reason, no more people bombed, displaced from their homes, no more oppressed, tortured people, no more slaughtered calves, no more bloodshed, no more sadism, nor masochism, nor more gruesome actions or violence of any kind! None of this for God’s sake: a supremely good God wants all this not to happen again. 

To a heroic degree, to an extent of the utmost generosity, offering oneself up to God is forever. When there are neither enemies nor fights, when every sword is turned into a plough, that will be the new world where offering oneself up to God might occur in the direction that God wants: in the supreme commitment to achieve the heights of ultimate perfection. 
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