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Now, let ’s be HONEST a bou t it !  I don ’t kn ow h ow it is for YOU, bu t for ME, th a t God s h ou ld 
WILL th e dea th of J es u s m a y be th e s in gle h a rdes t th in g th a t I, a s a Ch r is t ia n , a m a s ked to believe.  
An d yet , th a t is EXACTLY wh a t n ot on ly th e Scr ip tu res tell u s …bu t wh a t ou r Ch r is t ia n fa ith down 
th rou gh th e a ges h a s ta u gh t u s a s well.  “It w as the W ILL OF THE LORD th a t he s hou ld s u ffer…h is 
d eath a S ACRIFICE to bring forgivenes s ,” th e p roph et Is a ia h wr ites . (Is a . 53 :10)  Th e virgin 
b ir th …th e m ira cles …J es u s wa lk in g on wa ter – th es e th in gs m a y PUZZLE u s .  We m a y even decide 
we ca n get a lon g ju s t fin e with ou t th em .  Bu t J es u s dea th on th e cros s is s im ply a NON-
NEGOTIABLE.  It is th e BEDROCK of ou r fa ith .  An d a ccord in g to th e h is tor ic tea ch in gs of th e 
ch u rch , it h a ppen ed beca u s e God PLANNED for it to h a ppen …beca u s e God MADE it 
h a ppen …beca u s e God WILLED it to h a ppen .  Pla in ly a n d s im ply, it wa s n o ACCIDENT th a t J es u s 
died on the cross.  It is precisely what God INTENDED.  

We ca ll it , of cou rs e, th e ATONEMENT – th e idea bein g th a t J es u s dea th on th e cros s PAID 
for ou r s in s .  Ou r s in s were…a n d a re…SO BAD, we a re told…ou r rebellion a ga in s t God SO 
GREAT…th a t God’s d ivin e ju s t ice DEMANDED th a t a SACRIFICE be m a de – a BLOOD s a cr ifice – 
th a t wou ld pa y th e p r ice s o th a t we ca n be FORGIVEN of ou r s in s ra th er th a n PUNISHED with th e 
dea th we s o r igh t ly des erve.  An d th e on ly wa y for th a t p r ice to be pa id…th e on ly wa y for th a t 
demand to be satisfied…was for SOMEONE to die…for someone’s BLOOD to be shed…for someone’s 
LIFE to be ta ken in ou r p la ce.  An d th a t SOMEONE wa s J es u s …God’s OWN s on …th e d ivin e s elf 
m a de fles h …th e CRUCIFIED ONE wh o s et u s free by ta k in g ou r p la ce in dea th .  In oth er words , 
J es u s ’ d ied on th e cros s in order to m eet God’s dem a n d th a t a s a cr ifice be m a de to pa y for ou r s in s .  
Or so the theory of the atonement goes.  

An d yet , I’ve got to be h on es t a n d tell you th a t I’ve got a PROBLEM with a ll of th a t .  An d I’m 
n ot th e ONLY on e.  Writer a n d th eologia n Ma rcu s Borg s a ys th a t u n der s u ch a th eory th ere is n o 
get t in g a rou n d th e fa ct th a t God KILLED J es u s .   Doroth ee Solle ca lls it lit t le m ore th a n “s ad is tic 
theology .”  It’s “w ors h ip ing the EXECUTIONER,” s h e s a ys …a n d s h e wa n ts n o pa r t of it .  An d 
Holoca u s t s u rvivor Elie Wies el a ppa ren t ly AGREES with h er .  Rem em ber in g th e Old Tes ta m en t 
story of Abraham and Isaac, Wiesel says that the main difference between Judaism and Christianity 
is th a t on Mt. Mor ia h , th e fa th er d id NOT k ill th e s on , wh ile a t Ca lva ry…on Golga th a …God DID.  
An d for THAT rea s on , Wies el s a ys , h e is etern a lly gra tefu l th a t God m a de h im a J ew a n d NOT a 
Christian.  

So wh a t a re we to m a ke of it a ll?  Wh ere WAS J es u s ’ ra m in th e th icket to ta ke h is p la ce?  
Wh ere WAS J es u s ’ a rm y of a n gels with fla m in g s words s woop in g down to p ry J es u s off th e cros s 
and spirit him away?  Why, even a voice from HEAVEN would have been sufficient.  “STOP THIS  
NONSENSE RIGHT NOW!  You’re making a TERRIBLE MISTAKE!!!!”    

On ly th ere WAS n o voice…n o a rm y of a n gels …n o ra m in a th icket to ta ke J es u s ’ p la ce.  HE 
wa s th e s a cr ifice.  An d a s J es u s h u n g th ere on th e cros s , cryin g ou t , “My God , m y God , W HY have 
y ou aband oned m e?” … wh ile th e very LIFE-BLOOD dra in ed ou t of h im , God rem a in ed s ilen t .  Bu t 
then, maybe that’s why we call it the WILL OF GOD.  Because if God had not WILLED it…if God had 
not ORDAINED it…it would NEVER have happened.  The Son of God would SURELY NOT have died  
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on the cross – or so we often CLAIM.  But that assumes that we live in a universe in which there are 
n o oth er powers opera t in g OTHER th a n th e power of God .  An d I’m n ot s o s u re th a t ’s t ru e.  Let m e 
show you what I mean.  

From th e very begin n in g of crea t ion , God h a s ch os en to SHARE POWER…to s h a re power 
with US – givin g US th e power to n a m e…to crea te…to ch oos e…to a ct…to follow…to a n s wer…to 
respond – or NOT– a s WE decide.  It ’s ca lled FREE WILL.  An d it is , we believe, wh a t MAKES u s 
h u m a n .  An d a s h u m a n bein gs , we h a ve don e s om e won derfu l th in gs with th a t free will.  We h a ve 
done some loving and kind and generous and helpful and life-giving things with that power.  But we 
h a ve a ls o ABUSED it…doin g s om e evil a n d cru el a n d h a tefu l a n d des t royin g th in gs a s well.  Th e 
DARK s ide of ou r power , you s ee…th e NEGATIVE s ide of ou r free will…is th e power to RESIST 
God…to s a y NO to God…a n d th ereby to THWART wh a t God is t ryin g to do in ou r lives a n d in our 
wor ld…a t lea s t tem pora r ily.   Oh , we like to tell ou rs elves th a t ou r res is t in g of God is ba s ica lly 
h a rm les s …th a t it rea lly won ’t a ffect m u ch of a n yth in g…th a t God will s tep ba ck in a n d do th in gs 
GOD’S wa y, n o m a t ter wh eth er we s a y “Yes!” to God or wh eth er we s a y “NO!”  An d th a t , I th in k , is 
ultimately true…but only in the long range…ULTIMATE sense of things.  

Bu t wh a t if God DOESN’T im m edia tely s tep ba ck in a n d s et th in gs s t ra igh t a ga in ?  Wh a t if 
God does n ’t work th a t wa y?  Wh a t if God rea lly HAS lim ited God’s own power in order to give US 
power and we really CAN mess things up?  And what if God LETS us?  

Wh en you s top a n d th in k a bou t it , th a t pos s ib ility pa in ts a m u ch DIFFERENT view of th e 
wor ld in wh ich we live.  In s tea d of everyth in g h a ppen in g beca u s e a n a ll-powerfu l god WILLS it to 
h a ppen , wh a t if th in gs s om et im es h a ppen in ou r wor ld beca u s e WE, in ou r power to RESIST God , 
cause it to happen…NOT God?  What if, because God has chosen to SHARE  power with u s , 
OUR will clashes with GOD’S will so that the outcome confounds EVEN God?  

Severa l weeks a go, I s tood r igh t h ere in fron t of you a n d s a id th a t J es u s dea th on th e cros s 
was NO ACCIDENT…that it was PRECISELY what God intended.  I stood before you and proclaimed 
th a t God wa s n ’t STUMPED by a n evil wor ld…th a t God wa s n ’t DONE IN by h u m a n ity’s 
sinfulness…that God wasn’t even SURPRIZED by our lack of faith or the depths of our failure which 
en ded u p pu t t in g J es u s to dea th on th e cros s .  Bu t wh a t if God WAS?  Wh a t if God’s WILL for 
J es u s , in s tea d of bein g dea th on a cros s , h a d been s om eth in g ENTIRELY DIFFERENT – s om eth in g 
like a lon g life a n d grea t s u cces s s p rea d in g th e Good News of th e Gos pel…procla im in g th e love of 
God…tu rn in g peop le ba ck towa rd a r igh t rela t ion s h ip with God a n d with ea ch oth er…a n d bu ild in g 
up th e Kin gdom of God on ea r th ?  Wh a t if J es u s ’ a ll-too-ea r ly dea th on th e cros s wa s n ot th e 
FULFILLMENT of God’s d ivin e p la n , bu t th e u lt im a te FRUSTRATION of it…h u m a n ity’s NO to God’s 
will…humankind’s ultimate REJECTION of God’s divine intent?   

Th a t th en ca s ts a wh ole d ifferen t ligh t on th e cros s , does n ’t it?  In s tea d of dyin g to pa y th e 
deb t of ou r s in , wh a t if J es u s d ied s im ply beca u s e h e en cou n tered a s in fu l h u m a n ity wh ich wa s 
hell-ben t on s a yin g NO! to wh a t God wa s t ryin g to do in a n d th rou gh J es u s .  Wh a t if J es u s d ied 
because he wouldn’t stop being who he WAS…and who he was was very upsetting…especially to the 
polit ica l a n d religiou s POWER STRUCTURE of h is da y…to th os e wh o wa n ted to KEEP th in gs th e 
way they were and would do anything…ANYTHING to get rid of someone who got in their way.  After 
a ll, J es u s ’ wh ole n ot ion of th e Kin gdom of God wh ere th e fir s t becom e la s t a n d th e la s t becom e fir s t 
a n d a lit t le ch ild s h a ll led th em tu rn ed EVERYTHING u ps ide down .   He a llied h im s elf with a ll th e 
“WRONG” k in d of people – th e poor , th e ou tca s t , th e down trodden , th e power les s , th e u n -pure…the 
pros t itu tes a n d ta x collectors …th e lepers a n d begga rs – a n d h e INSULTED a ll th e “RIGHT” k in d of 
people – th e r ich a n d powerfu l…th e religiou s a n d polit ica l lea ders of h is da y…th e m overs a n d 
s h a kers in s ociety…th e la w-keepers a n d jot -and-t it t le m in ders .  He IGNORED th eir p ropr iety.  He 
CHALLENGED th eir a u th or ity.  He THUMBED h is n os e it th eir con ven t ion a l wa ys of th in k in g.  An d 
th ey WARNED h im to s top .  Th e GOVERNMENT officia ls … th e RELIGIOUS lea ders …th e keepers of 
th e officia l STATUS-QUO…th ey ALL wa rn ed h im to s top .  Bu t h e WOULDN’T s top beca u s e h e wa s 
doin g God’s will.  An d s o th ey KILLED h im …n a iled h im to a cros s …THEIR power th wa r t in g wh a t 
GOD’S power was trying to do.  

Som e s a y, of cou rs e, th a t a t a n y poin t a lon g th e wa y, J es u s COULD h a ve AVOIDED th e 
cros s .  He cou ld h a ve s topped opera t in g th e open a n d gon e u n dergrou n d in s tea d .  He cou ld h a ve 
stopped being such an activist and started writing books instead.  He could have stopped helping  
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oth er peop le a n d h elped h im s elf in s tea d .  He cou ld h a ve s topped bein g wh o h e wa s …wh o God h a d 
CALLED h im to be…a n d p la yed it s a fe.  Bu t h e DIDN’T.  An d wh en th e s old iers s h owed u p in th e 
ga rden to a r res t h im , in s tea d of s im ply d is a ppea r in g in to th e da rkn es s …wh ich h e cou ld h a ve ea s ily 
don e wh en h e h ea rd th em com in g…h e s tepped in to th e ligh t of th eir torch es a n d a s ked th em wh o it 
was that they were looking for.  

“Jes us of Naz are th ,” th ey a n s wered h im .  So J es u s s a id s im ply “I am he.” (Or a s th e Greek of 
th e New Tes ta m en t a ctu a lly rea ds , “He is w ho I am !” La ter , a ppea r in g before th e ka n ga roo cou r t of 
religiou s a u th or it ies wh os e in teres t J es u s s o grea t ly th rea ten ed , th e High Pr ies t a s ked J es u s “Are 
y ou the Mes s iah , the S on of the Bles s ed God ?”  An d a ga in , J es u s a n s wered s im ply, “I AM!” (Ma rk 
14 :62)  “I AM,” J es u s s a id .  Wh ich , in ca s e you don ’t rem em ber , is EXACTLY th e n a m e God ga ve to 
God’s SELF wh en Mos es a s ked wh o is wa s th a t wa s s en d in g h im ba ck to Egyp t to tell old Ph a ra oh 
to “Let my people go!”  “My name is ‘I AM!’” God said.  “Tell them ‘I AM’ sent you!?  In other words, in 
identifying himself to the guards…AND in answering the High Priest’s question…Jesus was claiming 
th e n a m e of God…wh ich , of cou rs e, on ly INFURIATED th e J ewis h a u th or it ies even fu r th er a n d 
m a de th em MORE determ in ed to get r id of th is J es u s on ce a n d for a ll.  How DARE h e cla im th e 
name of God!  BLASPHEMY!  

“I AM,” of cou rs e, th e ONLY a n s wer J es u s cou ld h a ve given th e High Pr ies t th a t da y.  Excep t , 
of cou rs e, if WAS th e on ly a n s wer h e cou ld h a ve given .  Beca u s e it wa s h ow h e h a d ch os en to live 
h is life…to u s e h is power FOR God ra th er th a n AGAINST God…to join h is “YES!” to God’s “YES!” for 
all humanity’s sake.  

If J es u s h a d DENIED wh o h e wa s , h e m igh t well h a ve SAVED h is life…bu t it ’s p ret ty clea r h e 
wou ld h a ve LOST it too.  Wh o wou ld h e h a ve been a fter th a t?  A “m ore or les s ” Mes s ia h ?  An 
“almost” Lord who “almost” had what it took, but not quite…not in the end?  

Lu cky for u s , th a t ’s NOT wh a t h a ppen ed , of cou rs e.  J es u s HAD wh a t it took , you s ee!  An d 
h e ga ve ALL th a t h e h a d…open in g h im s elf u p to ALL th a t h is “YES!” to God’s wa y in h is life 
brought…even when it brought death…even death on a cross.  

I guess you could say, then, that if the cross was in any sense the DEFEAT of God’s will, then 
it wa s a ls o th e FULFILLMENT of it .  J es u s ch os e to bea r th e con s equ en ces of bein g wh o h e wa s a n d 
d ied with th e s a m e in tegr ity with wh ich h e lived .  An d in -so-fa r a s it wa s th e “will of th e Lord” th a t 
he should live like that, then I suppose God’s will also included the possibility of his death – NOT as 
something God WILLED, mind you…but as something God SUFFERED.  

Wh ich , in th e en d , m a kes Ch r is t ia n ity th e on ly religion in th e wor ld th a t con fes s es a God 
wh o SUFFERS.  Oh , it ’s n ot a ll th a t popu la r a n idea , I m u s t con fes s , even a m on g Ch r is t ia n s .  We 
p refer a n a ll POWERFUL God wh o PREVENTS s u ffer in g…wh o s teps in with bolts of ligh ten in g a n d 
pea ls of th u n der a n d a rm ies of a n gels to KEEP s u ffer in g from h a ppen in g…wh o s en ds voices from 
heaven and rams in th ickets to get u s ou t of t igh t s itu a t ion s .  An d m a ybe God DOES a ct th a t wa y… 
SOMETIMES.  Bu t n ot ALL th e t im e…n ot by a n y m ea n s .  More often th a n n ot , I th in k , God refu s es 
to u s e His power to FORCE peop le to love h im or follow h im .  An d wh eth er we like it or n ot , MOST 
often God won’t even use his power to end human pain and suffering…not EVEN for his own son.   

In s tea d , wh a t God WILL do is to go to WHATEVER cros s we’re en du r in g to s u ffer th ere WITH 
u s ...h elp in g u s to p ick u p th e s h a t tered p ieces of ou r lives a n d m a ke s om eth in g  HOLY ou t of 
th em …n ot “from a d is ta n ce” (a s Bet te Mid ler s a n g in a s on g s evera l yea rs a go)…bu t from r igh t u p 
clos e…righ t s m a ck da b in th e MIDST of u s . Wh ich is PRECISELY wh a t God d id with J es u s …th e 
in ca rn a t ion of God’s very s elf in to th e m ids t of h u m a n life.  By en ter in g in to th e exper ien ce of th e 
cros s WITH J es u s , God took h u m a n ity’s reject ion of God’s will…God took h u m a n ity’s “NO!” to wh a t 
God in ten ded th rou gh J es u s …a n d SUFFERED with it .  For n ea r ly THREE DAYS in th e tom b, h e 
suffered with it .  An d h e d id n ot let go of th a t s u ffer in g u n t il h e cou ld TRANSFORM it a ll a n d retu rn 
it ba ck to J es u s …a n d to US…a s LIFE – RESURRECTED life.  THAT, I believe, wh en you get r igh t 
down to it , wa s wh a t th e WILL OF THE LORD wa s u lt im a tely a ll a bou t – a will th a t d id n ot 
PLAN…or INTEND…or DESIRE th e J es u s ’ dea th on th e cros s in a n y wa y, s h a pe or form …bu t wh ich 
took h u m a n ity’s REJ ECTION of God’s will – wh ich took h u m a n kin d ’s “NO!” to God’s will – a n d 
tu rn ed it r igh t a rou n d with th e “YES!” of th e res u r rect ion .   Fin a lly a n d u lt im a tely, th e res u r rect ion 
is God’s “YES!” to humanity’s “NO!”     
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So wh a t do YOU th in k?  WAS IT th e “will of th e Lord” th a t J es u s s h ou ld s u ffer a n d d ie a 

h or r ib le, a gon izin g dea th on th e cros s in order to p rovide a h u m a n s a cr ifice…a “b lood offer in g”…in 
order to APPEASE God’s a n ger…in order to ATONE for ou r s in s ?  I don ’t kn ow for s u re, of 
cou rs e…bu t I don ’t th in k s o!  Th a t m a y h a ve been wh a t J es u s ’ dea th on th e cros s en ded u p doin g.  
Th a t m a y h a ve been th e u lt im a te con s equ en ce.  Bu t I don ’t th in k it wa s God’s ORIGINAL INTENT.  
I’m n ot ju s t s u re it WAS “th e will of th e Lord .”  I believe God’s WILL wa s th a t J es u s live a m on g 
us…as GOD among us… to teach us…to show us…to model for us…to make it POSSIBLE for us…to 
live in a lovin g, gra ciou s , fu ll a n d com plete rela t ion s h ip with God…AND with ou r fellow h u m a n 
bein gs .   In oth er words , I th in k God’s or igin a l in ten t wa s for J es u s to s h ow u s wh a t life is 
rea lly…TRULY…s u ppos ed to be like.  Bu t wh en wh a t God in ten ded in J es u s beca m e too m u ch of a 
th rea t to ou r s in fu l, s elf-cen tered wa y of life…wh en we – wh en h u m a n ity – decided to go it s OWN 
s in fu l wa y in s tea d of GOD’S wa y…we REJ ECTED God’s will.  We s a id “NO!” to God’s in ten t .  An d 
God LET u s do it .  An d THAT is wh y J es u s d ied on th e cros s …n ot a s GOD’S will, bu t a s HUMANITY 
will.  

But here’s the thing!  God simply REFUSED to allow humanity the last word.  God REFUSED 
to a llow God’s in ten t to be th wa r ted .  God REDEEMED J es u s dea th , ra is ed h im from th e dea d a n d 
b rou gh t h im ba ck to life a ga in …s o th a t h e m igh t CONTINUE livin g in ou r m ids t…a s God WITH 
us…CONTINUING to reveal to us God’s ultimate will.  

Th e qu es t ion of cou rs e, n ow a s a lwa ys , is :  Will we lis ten ?  Will we pa y a t ten t ion ?  Will we 
follow?  Or will we con t in u e to s a y “NO!” to th e will of th e Lord…even wh en God REPEATEDLY s a ys 
“YES!”                               

With thanks to Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Will of God,” pp. 115-119, God in Pain, for the basic idea, concept and some of the phrasings 
used in this sermon. 
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