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We have come to Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week. Seven days from
now, we will gather in this same spot and at this same time to worship God
for the wonder of the miraculous news of Easter. If you are able to join us, we
will share a meal together and watch as the youngest among us search the
church for relatively hidden plastic eggs. Then, we will come into our glorious
sanctuary and you, our amazing choir, will sing Christ the Lord is Risen Today. I
hope those of you who cannot be here in person will join us onLine. I know it
will be a celebration. I know we will end our time together grateful that death
no longer has the last word, that the grave has been overcome. Jesus Christ,
the Son of God, lives and reigns forever and ever.

But before we get to Easter, we have been bearing witness to the cross. For
six weeks we have used the gift of our imagination and asked the Holy Spirit
to help us be present at Skull Hill with the bystanders and scoffers, the
criminals crucified on the right and left of Jesus, the soldiers, the beloved
disciple, and the women. We have done so because I believe we must. To
fully understand the sacrificial death of the son of God, to grasp what Jesus
meant when he said “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s
life for one’s friends” (John 15:13) we must bear witness to the cross.
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And today it is time to watch as Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus act in
tenderness and love. They will remove the nails that have held Jesus in place
as he was crucified. They will carefully bring him down from the cross, and
they will let the blood and gore that is oozing from the open wounds flow on
them. They are letting his death stain their clothes, their hearts. They are,
with this final act, feeling the weight of loss permeate their souls.

They will ritually prepare this broken, pierced, tortured body for the grave.
With honor, respect, and great sorrow they will place him in the tomb, roll
the stone meant to keep others out and the body of Jesus in, and then they
will walk away. We are there. For we must accept his death before we can
experience the power of the resurrection.

Listen as I read from the Gospel of John 19:30-42. I am reading from the
NRSV Bible. These words are hard to hear, but hear them so that you may be
ready to let the wonder of life and life everlasting  wash over and through
your soul:

Jesus said, “It is finished.” Then he bowed his head and gave up his
spirit. 31 Since it was the day of Preparation, the Jews did not want
the bodies left on the cross during the sabbath, especially because
that sabbath was a day of great solemnity. So they asked Pilate to
have the legs of the crucified men broken and the bodies
removed. 32 Then the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first
and of the other who had been crucified with him. 33 But when
they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not
break his legs. 34 Instead, one of the soldiers pierced his side with a
spear, and at once blood and water came out. 35 (He who saw this
has testified so that you also may believe. His testimony is true,
and he knows that he tells the truth.) 36 These things occurred so
that the scripture might be fulfilled, “None of his bones shall be
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broken.” 37 And again another passage of scripture says, “They will
look on the one whom they have pierced.”

38 After these things, Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of
Jesus, though a secret one because of his fear of the Jews, asked
Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus. Pilate gave him
permission; so he came and removed his body. 39 Nicodemus, who
had at first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture
of myrrh and aloes, weighing about a hundred pounds.

40 They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices in
linen cloths, according to the burial custom of the Jews. 41 Now
there was a garden in the place where he was crucified, and in the
garden there was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid.
42 And so, because it was the Jewish day of Preparation, and the
tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.

Joseph and Nicoodemus. As we watch we wonder: Who are these men that,
by this extravagant and extraordinary demonstration of love and respect, are
the last to touch the body of Jesus? What compels them to publicly show to
everyone on the hill outside Jerusalem their compassion and devotion to
Jesus? Why would they choose to let the blood and gore of the violent death
stain them, both on the outside of their clothes and the inside of their very
being?

Let’s look first at Joseph of Arimathea. He is found in all four Gospels. Luke 23
describes him this way:

50 Now there was a good and righteous man named Joseph, who,
though a member of the council, 51 had not agreed to their plan
and action. He came from the Jewish town of Arimathea, and he
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was waiting expectantly for the kingdom of God. 52 This man went
to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus.

A man of wealth, a man of prominence, and a member of the Sanhedrin, the
religious council that tried Jesus and brought him to Pilate to crucify him. It
says that Joseph had not agreed to their plan and action. John wrote that out
of fear he was a “secret” disciple. Which begs the questions: Did he ever
speak up? How much did he argue for the life of Jesus? How greatly did he
risk his standing in the community while Jesus was still breathing?

We will never know, but we do know this. As he bore witness to the cross,
Joseph was changed. What he saw that day in the agony and death of Jesus,
what he heard from the bystanders, the men on the crosses on either side of
Jesus, the soldiers—these words were profoundly affecting him.
But I believe it would be the words of Jesus—“Father, forgive them, they don’t
know what they are doing.”—that would change him. It would be the eyes of
Jesus searching for his mother and the beloved disciple to create a new
family based on love. It would be the heart of Jesus offering the assurance of
everlasting life to another hanging beside him that brought Joseph out of the
shadows.

“It is finished,” Jesus says with his last breath. The work he came to
accomplish is complete, and it is already beginning something new in Joseph
as he goes boldly to Pilate. Joseph is no longer afraid of the ruler who has the
authority to condemn him to death as well. He is no longer afraid of what the
others on the council might do to him.

It doesn’t matter anymore. The profound love that has just been displayed
before him has entered his very soul. And I imagine, as he carefully pulls out
the nails that have pinned Jesus to the cross, as he tenderly holds the body of
Jesus and eases it down to the ground, that he is whispering words of
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apology and regret. “I wish I had spoken up, Jesus. I’m sorry I didn’t fight for
you, Jesus. What a coward I have been.”

Yet, this is not the legacy of Joseph. What he didn't do. The mistakes he
made. How he messed up. How his fear kept him silent. His legacy is not his
wealth or his position among the religious leaders. He is instead
remembered as the man who risked his reputation by going to Pilate. Who
publicly declared, with an act of incredible humility, his love and allegiance to
Jesus. Who had the honor and privilege of being written into the Gospels as
proof that it is never too late to become a disciple of Jesus Christ.

As for Joseph, so for you and me. What will your legacy be? Jesus gives you,
from the cross, the forgiveness you never believed that you deserved. He
finishes—with his last breath—a work of salvation and restoration for you,
for the world. He dies so that we might live. It is never too late to come out of
the shadows and proclaim that you too are a disciple of Jesus Christ.

And beside Joseph is another person helping to ease Jesus down from the
cross, Nicodemus. He, too, is a person of wealth: he is a Pharisee, a leader of
the Jews, and he has come prepared for this moment. He has brought an
extravagant amount of myrrh and aloes to anoint the body of Jesus. He has
the linen cloths ready to wrap him. He, too, will lift and carry Jesus to the
tomb, place him there, and roll the stone in place. He will walk away
wondering, perhaps still seeking to understand the answers to the questions
he has been asking since that night he met Jesus that now seems so long
ago.

Nicodemus has struggled to know what Jesus meant when he said he must
be born again. Despite all of his religious education, Nicodemus cannot grasp
the enormity—the inclusivity, the love—in the words Jesus spoke that first
time they met:
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John 3:16
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have
eternal life. 17 “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved
through him.

Later, when the Scribes and Pharisees are plotting and scheming to silence
Jesus, Nicodemus appears once again. This time not to defend Jesus but to
make sure the religious council is following the letter of the law, doing things
in the correct way. And now here he is, at the cross. To do things the right
way. To make sure that Jesus is afforded the traditions of his Jewish heritage.

We don’t read that Nicodemus is a disciple or that he ever becomes one. We
like to think he does. It might feel better that way, to know that the one
touching the dead body of Jesus was a believer in him. But scripture doesn’t
tell us that.

We do know that Jesus sowed seeds in his life. We know those seeds are
being watered at the cross. We don’t know when and how they will grow. Yet,
he is there, at the cross. I appreciate how Amy Jill Levine offers a way to
understand Nicodemus. She describes him as a “sympathizer,” someone who
is “God fearer.” Someone who has yet to become fully surrendered to Jesus
as Lord, and yet someone who is a vital part of the community of faith.

Levine writes:

Perhaps at some point these God-fearers will convert; perhaps
not. Our job, as members of the congregation, is to support them,
to answer their questions as best we can, to avoid pressuring
them to choose one tradition over another and to learn from
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them how our tradition might sound to one who is not a member.
The Nicodemuses in our midst are to be welcomed, cherished, and
treated with love, as we are commanded to “love the stranger
who dwells among us” Leviticus 19:34

Do you know our vision statement for The Downtown Church? This
statement, these words, are the reason we believe we are called to exist on
this corner of Walnut and Jefferson in Springfield Missouri. They are why we
do what we do. They are so the Josephs and Nicodemuses, the Mary
Magdalenes and the soldiers, the bystanders and the disciple Jesus loves may
all intersect. We say these words, we write them large in our greeting area, so
that—whoever you are—you might know the love of God revealed in Jesus
Christ. They exist because we are determined to be a place where all can
touch the body of Christ and know they are welcome.

The Downtown Church meets in the middle of rich & poor, young
& old, believers and nonbelievers. A place where Christ and the
community intersect.

This is Holy Week. Today we wave palm branches, we shout hosanna:
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” Wednesday we will
gather, break bread together, and recognize that on Thursday Jesus enacted
the sacrament of Holy Communion.
And we will embrace the understanding that what we do together as we take
bread and wine is a means of grace open to all.

Friday we will come to this place for a service of tenebrae. We will listen to
different voices read the gospel story of the final hours of Jesus once again.
We will watch as candles are extinguished and the sanctuary grows darker.
We will feel the need for light. The desire for death to stop. The hopelessness
that comes from being unable to do anything. And by the power of our
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imagination and the gift of the Holy Spirit, we will watch as Joseph the
disciple and Nicodemus the seeker bring the body of Jesus to the tomb and
roll the stone in place.

I invite you to participate and to get ready. Because you have stood at the
cross. Because you have listened, watched, sighed, cried, prayed, and loved
across the thousands of years that no longer separate you from Skull Hill.
When the tomb is empty you can know the truth of the words spoken to
Nicodemus so long ago and to us today:

John 3:16
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have
eternal life. 17 “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to
condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved
through him.

I close with this liturgical prayer that I have offered so many times at the
closing of a funeral.

Let us pray: God of us all, your love never ends. When all else fails, you still
are God. We pray to you for one another in our need, and for all, anywhere,
who mourn with us this day. To those who doubt, give life; to those who are
weak, strength; to all who have sinned, mercy; to all who sorrow, your peace.
Keep true in us the love with which we hold one another. In all our ways we
trust you. In the name of Jesus we pray, Amen.
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