The Passion and Violence

    Have you heard the flap over Mel Gipson’s latest movie depicting the passion of Jesus?   The actor has some heat on account of the film’s supposed anti-Semitic content.

     Asked in what way the film is anti-Jewish, Gipson’s critics insist that the film depicts Jesus’ crucifixion as being instigated by Jewish people.  Viewing Jews as “Christ-killers” has historically been the justification for Christian persecution of Jewish people.  

      Christians ought to be the first to lament that throughout history the church has been prone to violence. But earliest believers understood Jesus’ own Jewishness.  They proclaimed him as a Jewish Messiah. Most early believers were, in fact, Jewish.  So when they spoke of evil things Jewish people did, it was not a form of racism.  The Gospel accounts, by their own admission were selective memories, but they still report the persecution of Jesus as a matter of historical record.  And as such the story served as a Jewish critique of their own self-serving Jewish nationalism. 

      But as the early Jewish church began to invite uncircumcised Gentiles into their synagogues, Jewish authorities, like Saul of Tarsus, did persecute the sect of Judaism called Christians.  This persecution was widespread for several generations, so that by the second century Christian leaders began to blame Jewish people in general for the death of Jesus.   This was and is just flat wrong.

     But the answer for Christians isn’t to quit telling the story of the cross any more than the solution to anti-Arab or Egyptian feeling is to quit telling the story of the Passover.  To be a Christian is to believe the cross is the way God helps people.  Christians see God hanging on the cross—they see a God who shows us how not to retaliate, who, even to the point of experiencing human death, loved those who cursed him and shed his blood.  The cross is the answer to road rage.  It is the answer to hate crime.  What other story should we tell a victim of abuse?  Pray tell me what other word suggests to a rape victim that God understands, and that her tormentor does not and will not have the final word about her.  The cross and subsequent resurrection is the antidote—not the cause of violence.

     Don’t delight in giving offense, but for peace’s sake, for the sake of all humankind—Jewish and otherwise-- tell the story of the cross.

