The Vulnerability in the Passion of Christ

In recent days a popular movie has been released that directly relates to our journey to the Resurrection of Christ.  I am referring to Mel Gibson’s movie “The Passion of The Christ”.  As an Orthodox Priest and your pastor I want us to explore deeper the passion of Christ not so much to critique the recent block buster film but more so to reflect on the meaning of His Passion and how His Passion should directly impact our lives.  So let us with open ears and unimpeded tongues speak the truth clearly about the Passion of our Lord.

The word ‘passion’ in the modern sense often refers to obsession, infatuation or desire for something or someone.  But in Holy Scripture the Greek word for ‘passion’ is pathos which has a dual significance.  One meaning of the word ‘passion’ is a lustful obsession as stated in St. Paul’s letter to the Colossians 3:5 and I Thessalonians 4:5.  But in the book of Job 31:30 this meaning is expanded to infer to ‘passion’ as to be subjected to suffering or grieving.  This alternative understanding to ‘passion’ which infers suffering is also affirmed in many of the early Christians writers for example St. Athanasius, 
 St. John Chrysostom,
 St. John of Damascus.
  But let us ask ourselves why Christ suffered and what was the result of that suffering?

He suffered because He desired to help and save us.  In order for a person to be healed he or she must fully embrace the medicine which will do the healing.  God is the only one who can heal us from death and for this to happen we must fully know Him.  God knew humanity in it’s entirety before He became man, but we came to know Him through Him being subjected to the sufferings and pains of this world.  He left the bosom of the Father and dwelt in this world to save us.  He left His comfort zone and ultimately allowed Himself to be extremely vulnerable.  Because he became truly human and embraced our infected and corrupt souls, the many struggles of the world had access to Him but this was the price he paid for being the suffering servant.  Similarly we are left vulnerable as a result of our attempts to help one-another.  This is the passion of Christ.  To come into the world and take the lower form of a human which leaves God vulnerable but it is all worth it because in that His servants are saved.

St. Augustine of Hippo, the 4th century bishop in Northern Africa, affirmed Christ’s vulnerability in refuting the Gnostic Manichaeans sect which rejected Moses who cursed those hung on a tree.(Deut. 25:5-10)  St. Augustine proclaimed that Christ had a mortal body therefore vulnerable in order to die on the Cross, to curse death and bring an end to it’s dominion.
  This is the passion of Christ and this is what we all must follow.  We must shed our protective lifestyles and embrace the suffering in the world so that others can have life.  This means being vulnerable and open to turmoil and abuse.  Yes, Christ says to be “innocent as a dove and wise as a serpent” (Matt. 10:16) therefore we must be vigilant and cautious but in this we should not dodge our call to help others.  We do this by truly relating to them and leaving our own comfort zone, as Christ did.  We need to reach out to others to help, which can result in being extremely vulnerable and open to abuse and persecution but this is the Gospel given to us.  

How do we embrace the extreme vulnerability as servants of the Lord?  As I said God became human in order to intimately apply the cure which our souls and bodies so desperately needed.  But now it is our turn to embrace the saving miracle of God’s suffering and passion.  We must draw near to the death and resurrection of Christ as intently as possible.  The Christian church has provided us the venues to approach this saving phenomenon of Christ’s passion.  We are given the call to apply ourselves to Christ’s suffering by subjecting ourselves to bodily fasting, to intense prayer, and to the ancient embracement of Christ’s life through the services of Great Lent, climaxing during the Great & Holy Week.  We embrace the Christian Traditions that date back more than a millennium ago to the solemn procession of Christ carrying His Cross on Holy Thursday, being laid in the tomb on Holy Friday and rising from the dead on Easter/Pascha.  This is affirmed through ancient chant, strict fasting and prayer so to allow ourselves to embrace the lifegiving suffering and passion of Christ.  And with this experience we are given strength to help others which can leave us vulnerable to the suffering of the world, but only by fully opening ourselves up can we in anyway help our fellow humans and perpetuate the loving sacrificial act that Christ laid before us.  

To help others we must embrace them with open arms.  Whether it be our embittered sibling, our child plagued by 21st century worldly addictions and passions, our co-worker who is struck with loneliness and depression, or our spouse who is haunted by the pressures of living a Christian life in a world of selfishness and deceit.  We are compelled to embrace these people, to understand their sufferings, as much as we can, and comfort and encourage them in the affliction they are subjected to.  But in this realize that if you are truly extending yourself you will be vulnerable and likely to be hurt but that is no reason not to do it.  Christ became vulnerable for us in His passion but despite the suffering He endured He still carried the Cross and saved our souls.  So let us follow Him and embrace vulnerability, embrace the Passion and inherit the Kingdom of Heaven for eternity.  Amen
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