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HANDING OVER

Throughout John's account of Jesus' last week in Jerusalem is a certain phrase that is not translated consistently in our Bible. John uses over and over a form of the Greek word paradidomi. Sometimes it is translated as handed over, sometimes as betrayed and sometimes as delivered up, but it is the same word: paradidomi. This phrase handed over has the effect of a clock sounding the death knell as it recurs throughout the passion narrative in John's account.


Let me show you how John uses this word paradidomi: handed over.  John uses this word eight times (6:64, 71; 12:4; 13:2, 11, 21; 18:2, 5) for Judas' “handing over” of Jesus. The word translated "betray" is in the Greek text this word paradidomi—“hand over.” 

Pilate, the Roman official, asks a legitimate question, "What is the charge?" (18:29). The religious leaders testily snap back in 18:30, “If this man were not a criminal, we would not have handed him over to you.” Pilate says to Jesus, “Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over to me.” (18:35). When questioned by Pilate, Jesus answers, “If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.”(18:36). Jesus again answers Pilate, “The one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.”(19:11b)

Judas hands Jesus over to the religious leaders and the religious leaders hand Jesus over to Pilate. In 19:16 John tells us, So Pilate handed Jesus over to them to be crucified. All four Gospels use a form of this verb paradidomi to describe Pilate's final action (Matthew 27:26; Mark 15:15; Luke 23:25).  Judas, the religious leaders and the Roman governor Pilate all hand Jesus over to be killed. Jesus, the God-person, is handed over to death in the greatest scandal of history.

BELIEVING THE SCANDAL

The scandal of the Christian faith is that God comes to us in human form and then is killed by human hands. If we forget for a little while all we have learned in church, we will be amazed that a religion is based on God becoming a person who is killed by capital punishment at the hands of religious and government leaders. The word “scandal,” which comes from the Greek word skandalon, really means “stumbling block or obstacle.” Jesus’ death is a scandal--a stumbling block--for what we assume God to be.


And here is the scandal. We want the God-person to always be in charge, to have the freedom to come or go, to live or die as God wishes. We want God to come in and fix everything and make it like it used to be or as we wish it would be.  And yet Jesus reveals God completely in this journey to Jerusalem because Jesus is willing to give up some personal freedom and personal power for something greater--love. I believe that Jesus shows us clearly in this instance how God deals with evil: God imposes self-limitations on God's own power for a greater cause--the freedom for you and me to accept or reject the love of God. This is the scandal of the Christian response to evil in the world. And, because Jesus is the supreme revelation of God, Jesus’ death is the scandal of religious understanding.


Jesus sets his face to go to Jerusalem and knows that the people there will either kill him or accept him. Jesus goes there to give them the choice to kill him or accept him. And I believe that the choice is not already determined. Every time I read the Gospels I hope that it will turn out differently, that Jerusalem will be gathered under the arms of Jesus as a hen gathers her chicks. But they don't. And we don't, either. We think Jesus is being handed over by Judas, handed over by the religious authorities, and handed over by Pilate. Jesus goes to Jerusalem, however, and hands himself over to be killed or to be accepted. 


You see, this word paradidomi occurs one more time in John 19:30: When Jesus therefore had received the sour wine, he said, “It is finished!” And he bowed his head, and handed over his spirit. All along we think that Jesus has been powerless. We think that enemies of Jesus are handing him over to death. In reality, it is Jesus who is in complete control all along. It is Jesus who hands over his spirit to the Father. Jesus hands over his life voluntarily.
LEAVING THE RESPONSE TO OTHERS

Please notice an important aspect of John's use of this word paradidomi.  When Judas and the Jewish leaders and the Roman authorities hand Jesus over, it is defined as betrayal and as a tragedy. When Jesus hands over his life to God, such voluntary self-giving is considered the pinnacle of Christian discipleship--the ultimate revelation of who God is and who we are called to be. 



The word is paradidomi in both cases. What is the difference between betrayal and faithful discipleship? The difference is whether I hand over someone else or I hand over myself. That's the only difference. One is betrayal and the other is ultimate discipleship.


Today we celebrate Christ as king and ruler in his last week of pain and death.  What Jesus reveals in his death is this truth: faithfulness to God always involves a willingness to hand ourselves over. Gordon Cosby, former pastor of the Church of the Savior in Washington, D.C., once said in a sermon on Christian leadership, "Love always creates a situation that depends upon the response of the other. Always." 1

In other words, when we love, we cannot produce results. Teenagers and adults know that sometimes we love someone and that love is not returned. And that hurts. We are not responsible for success or failure based on how our love is received. We are responsible only to be faithful to the task of handing ourselves over in love.  To follow Christ is to be willing to hand ourselves  over and to be willing to leave acceptance or rejection in the hands of others. "Love always creates a situation that depends upon the response of the other. Always."

In the offices of the magazine The Christian Century (which I read from cover to cover), is a picture of Reinhold Niebuhr with a quotation from an article Niebuhr wrote for the Christian Century in 1927: “The experience of Jesus upon the cross is not one of a dreamy pantheist who imagines God in easy and magical control of every process in the universe. It was the experience of a spiritual adventurer who saw life as a struggle between love and chaos but who also discovered the love at the center of things which guarantees the victory in every apparent defeat. 2


Jesus' example here is the model for my Christian discipleship because he reveals that faithful discipleship involves the willingness to hand our life over because of love. I willingly hand it over to Jesus and to Jesus' church, which today is specifically Vienna Baptist Church. For you or anybody else to hand my life over is betrayal. For me to hand it over is Christian discipleship. 

At the meeting of Virginia Baptists this week I saw a good friend who is a long-time pastor here in Virginia. We talked about our churches and he said that the main emphasis in their church is service. Every member knows that his or her task is to serve as a main aspect of their Christian discipleship. In that church they are defined by service: handing themselves over in love. 

And I have learned that love always creates a situation that depends upon the response of the other. Always. I am learning not to feel so responsible for how others accept or reject my love. That's their responsibility, not mine.  Sometimes our love is not accepted. 


Norman Maclean's novel and movie, A River Runs Through It, centers on Paul, the younger son who is rebellious and who refuses to accept the love and guidance of the rest of his family. Paul appears to be on a course of self-destruction, and he will not let his family help him. All they can do is love him. 


In their struggle to express love to Paul when he will not accept it, both Norman and his father (who is a Presbyterian pastor) affirm this central truth: “You can love completely without complete understanding.” 3 Our task is to love completely even when we do not understand completely. Our responsibility is not how well our love is received. The reception is in the heart and hands of the one we love. Our task is to hand ourselves over in love and to leave the results completely in the hands of the other. Always!
HYMN: We Gather Together
1 Gordon Cosby, The Nature of Christian Leadership, preached at Church of the Savior, Washington, DC, 
July 3, 1988
2 Quoted by John M. Buchanan in Christian Century, December 1, 2009, page 3
3 Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It, University of Chicago, 1976, page 112. (Movie by Columbia Pictures, 1992)
An Affirmation of Faith 
We believe in God the wise Creator

who rules as does the sun by day and moon by night;

light to warm our skin, radiance to calm all fears,

and hope to move our hearts in the ways of costly love. 

We believe in Jesus Christ the wise Redeemer

who reigns not by force nor by might, but who leads by example;

the One who gives all for the sake of a new world in which justice and compassion 

will finally heal the broken-hearted and give rest to a weary earth. 

And we believe in the Spirit the wise Counselor 

who draws us out of our diminished selves,

speaking words of deep affirmation and encouraging us forward

into the compassionate way  and being of Christ.

We are friends of God.

We are the Body of Christ.

We are people of the Spirit.

We give our hearts, minds, and hands

to the new world of God’s making.

Amen. 
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