November 25, 2007
Colossians 1:11-20; Luke 23:33-43
Sermon: “Save Us from Ourselves!” Rev. Bob Jack
Text: “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the
Messiah. ”

Boy, how we love to kick a man when he’s down. Or a
woman. We love winners. We hate losers. We all aspire to rise to
the top of the heap. And we look with contempt upon those who
were once mighty, but have now fallen. | suppose we don’t want
their failure to rub off on us, and so we kick them to the curb.

And don’t tell me you’ve never felt that way.

The homeless — what’s wrong with those people? Somecone
going through a major medical crisis, or dealing with severe
disabilities, or about to lose everything through financial ruin,
They must have done something to bring this on, we think. There’s
got to be a reason. What’s wrong with them?

“Thank God it’s not me going through it! That’s all I can
say.”

In our innermost being, even though we know it’s wrong and

it goes against everything the Bible teaches, we curl our lips and



we snarl at those who are suffering misfortune because we think
they must be getting something they deserve, and who are we to
question fate?

“He s athers; dlet him save himself if he is the
Messi ah..

Everybody feels this way. It’s human nature. We scorn the
once-mighty and we kick them while they’re down. I mean, just
listen to Carolina Panther fans.

The difference, my friends, is that you and | should know
better. We should know better. That’s because we know a different
story from the story that the world operates by. Ours is a the story
of a king who was whipped and scorned and lynched by the proud
and arrogant and dishonest, because they were used to kicking
people when they’re down.

But ours is the story of a crucified king who, when he was
nailed to the cross, looked down on the scoffers and critics and

hard-hearted jeerers — in other words, US! — and he was still able to



say (even when we nailed him there): “ Fat her , forgive
they know not what they do. "7

She came up to me after church one Sunday, and | asked her,
“Sally (but that’s not her real name), how are you?”

“Not so good,” she replied.

“I’'m sorry to hear that,” I said. “Do you want to talk about
it?”

She let out a sigh: “Sometimes, do you ever think that it’s all
just a myth, an illusion, a great hoax?”’

| said, “Yes sometimes, in my weaker moments, I do.”

She said, “I don’t know; I’ve had so many friends who have
been hurt, lately: a close friend who’s dying of cancer; another
friend whose husband had a bad stroke; and another friend whose
daughter is going through a messy divorce, with kids and all. |
know all these people who are really hurting, and I wonder, “Why?
Why does God allow all these good friends of mine to hurt so

badly?”



Sally and | talked for a little while about her specific
concerns, and then she admitted to me with tears in her eyes: “You
know, when somebody gets hurt, | have strong feelings too. When
they cut their finger it’s like my finger bleeds, too. Or if they get
cancer | can almost feel it in my body, too. Or if their husband has
a stroke, it’s like my husband has one, too. I get these really
intense feelings for other people, and sometimes | wonder if
there’s not something wrong with me?”

“You really identify with your friends, don’t you?” I offered.

“Yes, it’s really hard to believe in God at times like this. It
makes me think of my own problems all over again, and then |
begin to wonder if it’s not all just some kind of hoax. How can we
believe that God cares for us, or intervenes in our lives, to save
us?”

Sally and I talked some more, and she admitted finally that
she was thankful to God for giving her a good husband, and for
being with her in her own moments of need. She said she felt his

presence in those times. She even cried tears of joy at times when



she pondered God’s goodness in her own life. And, before she left,
she hugged me, and we both admitted that God had been with us in
that conversation.

Jesus was on the cross, and three times he was taunted with
variations of that same question that Sally putto me: “* He s aved
others; let him save himselfif he i s t h df yoMersteei a h ...
king of the Jews, save yhoyurdsoenl ft...l
you save yourselffandusf r om t he cr oss?”

Jesus, if you are the Son of God, why didn’t you cure that
friend of mine who died of cancer. Jesus, if you are the Son of
God, why didn’t you save my father? Or, my mother? Or, why
didn’t you intervene here and there, when | needed you the most?

What kind of God are you, anyway?

If today is Christ the King Sunday (which it is) and today is
the day when we affirm that Jesus was not only a humble carpenter
from Nazareth, born of Mary, but also King of the Universe, Ruler
of the Ages, King of Kings and Lord of Lords — then what does

this tell us about the kind of God we worship, that people still



suffer and die in a world that sometimes seems more wrong than
right?

Let me try to answer: First, I’d like to say that what we’re
dealing with here is the mystery of God, and the mystery of life.
You see, God chose to personally experience our grief and pain at
the very place of the greatest pain you can imagine — the cross. In
the cross, you and I see the very mystery of God’s love revealed at
its most intense level. Sometimes we hear the people say: “Where
suffering is, love is. And where love is, God is.” And there’s a
certain truth to that saying.

But you and I are not the same as God. You and | try our best
to avoid suffering and pain, at all costs. And when we do suffer,
we usually meet that suffering with a complaint: “Why me, God?
What did I ever do to deserve this?”

We get angry with God. We get depressed. We threaten to
stop Dbelieving in God unless and until God does something
personally about our situation. Isn’t it interesting that, for much of

our lives, the rest of the world can be suffering and we never ask



the question, “Why?” But let it be us, or our family, or someone
we know personally, then we turn on God and wonder where God
IS, or why God seems absent altogether.

So, let me state clearly that the point of Jesus’ going to the
cross was to reveal the very heart of God, the mystery of God, the
love of God that does not avoid suffering and pain, but meets it
head on. That’s the way love is. That’s the way God is. Not to
avoid pain or the places of pain, but to take on our pain. Jesus took
the pain of others in his body on the cross, and we are also called
to give our lives for others. Intuitively, you and | know that. We
sense that. We’ve been taught that all our lives in the church:
Loving people do not use their resources and their connections and
their influence to avoid pain if it means saving another person’s
life.

Why does the Marine rush into the thick of battle and risk a
gruesome death, except to save his fallen comrade who needs his
help? Why does the firefighter run smack into danger and enter a

burning building, except to search for that little child who’s



trapped in a rear room? Why does an ordinary, healthy man
willingly agree to undergo a painful surgery so that he can donate a
kidney to save the life of his dear friend?

Because of love.

These are not natural acts. You and | do not naturally turn in
the direction of danger and pursue a course of action that could get
us killed. These are extraordinary actions arising from an intense
love for another human being, and from a commitment to
something bigger than ourselves. And that’s the way God is, for all
of us. That is the nature of God’s love, to go and be with people in
the midst of their pain and suffering. Because genuine love, true
love, God’s love is always stronger than the pain, and the fear of
pain, and the places of pain.

We have to believe that, even when we can’t understand it.
That God is for us.

| was just reading the other day about one of our medical
missionaries, Dr. Mark Jacobson. Valedictorian of his graduating

class at Harvard, he attended the University of Minnesota Medical



School on a full scholarship, graduating at the top of his class. He
is an exceptionally brilliant man and a fine doctor. He could have
established a lucrative medical practice anywhere in the United
States, in endocrinology, his specialty. Instead, he chose to move
his family of four to Tanzania, Africa, to address the
overwhelming needs of AIDS patients in that country. Each year
his hospital takes care of 35,000 patients, and they only pay the
equivalent of one dollar each for their care. That’s a lot of patients
and Dr. Jacobson says he sometimes feels stressed and
overwhelmed. He also worries that his family misses out on many
things by not being in America, but they all support him in his
work.

Dr. Jacobson could use his resources and his connections and
his smarts to just walk away and come back to this country and
make lots of money. But he won’t, because he feels he is being
used by God to serve him in Africa. That’s the way love is. That’s
the way God is. That’s the way God’s people are.

Room in the Inn? Habitat?)



The same is true with God. God did not stay up in heaven, so
to speak, aloof and uncaring for the world he made. God heard the
cries of his people who were suffering, and he looked down from
on high, and saw the pain and the misery, and came down to earth
to be one of us, a human, in the person of Jesus Christ, his only
Son. And | can understand that happening because I, too, am a
parent. And | know how fathers and mothers can care deeply for
their children when they are going through pain and suffering.

Today is Christ the King Sunday. The Lord says to you and
me, “I love you. I am with you. I will strengthen you. No mater
what your situation. | will be with you in the midst of your pain,

Today you will be with me in paradise.”
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