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Are you willing to die? Are you willing to let go of a way of being to find the promise of new life? Today’s readings, and the celebration of the events we recall in this Holy Week, ask those questions of us. In the letter to the Philippians we hear that Jesus emptied himself, letting go of his equality with God. He let go of life itself, becoming one with us even to the point of death. That is the journey we celebrate today and throughout this week we call holy: letting go and letting God, emptying ourselves to be filled, dying to rising.

That process reminds me of the way a dear friend of mine described her role as a parent. She likened parenting to what she observed in birds.  A mother bird will nurture her young and give them what they need to fly, even pushing them out of the nest when they are reluctant. If she lets go, there’s a good chance they will return home, for however long. If she does not nurture them and give them the tools they need to negotiate life as a bird, they never leave and can die before their time. If she clings to them, there’s a greater chance they will not return. Loving entails letting go in order to let God, dying in order to rise, and emptying in order to be filled with the unexpected.

All spirituality seems to reflect this reality.  In any of the twelve-step recovery programs for addiction, the first step is: “We admitted we were powerless over [fill in the blank: food, alcohol, drugs, compulsive sexual activity], that our lives had become unmanageable.” This is followed by the third step: “Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood God.” The first part of emptying oneself or letting go is admitting that we are powerless over an object, a substance, a person, a behavior, or a way of being. The actual emptying and letting go involves making the decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God, however we understand our Higher Power.

Jesus empties himself and lets go of a way of being and understanding life, throughout Matthew’s Passion account. Jesus lets go of one way of being with his followers, his bodily presence, when he gives himself to them as food and drink, body and blood, shed on behalf of many for the forgiveness of sins, under the appearance of bread and wine. Jesus lets go of his own power and turns his will over to God when he prays in the garden: “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet, not as I will, but as you will.” And again, “My Father, if it is not possible that this cup pass without my drinking it, your will be done!” Jesus’ self emptying continues when Judas comes with the chief priests and the elders of the people and kisses him. Jesus says: “Friend, do what you have come for,” reinforcing the need for surrender and powerlessness when he tells his followers:  “Put your sword back into its sheath, for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.” On the cross Jesus cries out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” He names his true feelings and lets go of what others might think, which frees him to cry out again in a loud voice, and give up his spirit.

Letting go and letting God. Surrender to a higher power. Total gift of self in death to find new life. This is the process of Holy Week because this is the process of true freedom and life. The more we hold on to false power, the less we are able to find the only power that saves, God’s merciful, unconditional love known in naming weakness, accepting vulnerability, and letting go. The more we rely on self rather than seeking the wisdom and help of another, especially the Other, the less likely we are to find healing or hope. The more we hold onto life as we know it, the less possible it is for us to find the new life that comes only through some form of dying.
Holy Week invites us to follow the example of Jesus and empty ourselves in order to receive the freedom that comes from accepting our limits, naming our boundaries, and facing the dying that we fear. Holy Week invites us to follow the example of the suffering servant in today’s first reading, giving our backs to those who beat us and our cheeks to those who pluck our beard because we trust that the Lord God is our help.  Holy Week is about leaving the nest and learning to fly, whether the nest is a long-held political view, theological stance, or way of approaching and living life. We need to ask ourselves: What do I resist letting go? Where do I resist leaving the nest? What will help me pray with Jesus, “Your will be done”?
If we take that risk, we might find ourselves filled beyond measure. If we are willing to name our fears, face what we resist turning over, and even die to a way of being or doing, we might find ourselves rising to a life that seemed only to be a dream. The word holy has the same root as whole or entire. To be holy or whole, we need to face where we are broken and incomplete. May we enter the journey of Holy Week by asking ourselves: Am I willing to die? Am I willing to let go of a way of acting to find the promise of new life? And by facing these questions, we find the promise of new life that we will celebrate next weekend when we gather for Easter joy and resurrection hope.
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