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January 20, 2008 

1 Corinthians 1:1-9; John 1:29-42 

Sermon: “Life Gets Messy”            Reverend Bob Jack 

Text: “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the  

 world.” 

 

I was in the Wal-Mart Superstore recently, making my way 

through the men‟s clothing section, then into electronics to hunt for 

a favorite CD or two, finally arriving in sporting goods, way at the 

back of the store, where I was going to purchase some ammo. (I 

know y‟all love to hear your preacher talk about cruising the Wal-

Mart in search of ammunition, but I was hoping to get to the range 

later on that day to get in a little target practice, and Wal-Mart has 

the best prices on that kind of stuff – so there I was).  

Anyway, while I was pricing the stuff, a mother who had 

apparently been shopping in another part of the store caught up 

with her son (who looked to be about 7 or 8 years old) and 

discovered that he was fascinated by a video on deer hunting that 

was being shown over and over and over again in sporting goods. 

“There you are,” she said, as she grabbed his arm with authority, 

and rushed him away from the video. 
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“We don‟t want you watching this kind of thing. Come on, 

and let‟s get a hamburger at McDonalds.” 

I‟m sure I was the only one there who caught the irony in the 

woman‟s words. I mean, we all know that the meat they use to 

make McDonalds hamburgers has to come from somewhere, i.e., 

from butchered cows. It‟s just that most people don‟t want to have 

to think about it more than they have to. And yet, many people 

today are uncomfortable with the notion that someone would still 

go into the woods to literally hunt for a meal.  

Let me suggest that you and I have become very comfortable 

with our sterilized and sanitized environment, where the only 

hunting we ever have to do in the course of an ordinary day is to 

hunt for the lowest prices among the many bargains being offered 

at a local supermarket   And we really like it that way –and so do I, 

to be honest. 

Death doesn‟t happen at home anymore. Not for most of us. 

Those of you who grew up on farms probably still remember that 

slaughtering animals for food, or gathering around the deathbed of 
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a close family member were considered commonplace in most 

families. Not any more.  

As these intimate life-and-death experiences have been 

moved out of our homes and our personal lives, and into the 

sanitary confines of supermarkets and funeral parlors, you and I 

have grown uneasy in dealing with death and illness and other 

uncomfortable subjects. We‟re much more comfortable not having 

to deal with the „messy-ness‟ of life. We‟d rather let someone else 

– a professional – take care of such things neatly, orderly, 

according to schedule.  

Kind of like our worship services. 

We all kind of expect that worship should be neat and tidy 

and orderly – especially us Presbyterians. We want our sanctuary 

to be clean. We want people to be courteous and quiet. We want 

our sermons neat and tidy – and brief. The preacher should deal 

with all the nagging questions of life, the stuff that really bothers 

us, but have it all wrapped up by the end of the hour. 
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Death and illness are the last things we want to bring into our 

weekly worship. Sure, we have funerals, but they‟re special 

occasions where use special language and special rituals – so we 

treat them differently. I‟m just old enough to remember times in 

my youth when my Irish Catholic relatives would hold a “wake” 

for the dead. When a member of the family died, they would throw 

a party and invite family and friends to the house, where the body 

would be lying in a casket, usually in the parlor. And people would 

visit, and pray, and eat and drink, and tell stories of the deceased, 

until it was time for the funeral. It all seemed so very eerie to me, 

then. But now I know that it was a perfectly natural way of dealing 

with the „messy-ness‟ of death. 

Because death is messy, and we don‟t like having to deal 

with messy things. Let there be a typo or a misspelled word in the 

Sunday bulletin, and you can bet I‟ll hear about come Monday 

morning. We don‟t like messy. 

At a presbytery meeting not too long ago, during worship we 

were asked to remember our baptisms. Just like we did, here, last 
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Sunday. Only, at presbytery, someone came up with the brilliant 

idea of „aspirating‟ the audience. What is aspirating, you may be 

wondering? Well, during the service, the worship leaders walked 

up and down the aisles dipping palm fronds into bowls of water 

and splashing everyone in their seats. It was a great experience! 

I asked one of my minister friends if he‟d ever heard of such 

a thing, and he told me about the first and last time he tried it in his 

church. The next day, he got a note from one of his elders that said, 

“Splash me again, and it‟ll be the last thing you do in this church.” 

How different this is from the way people worshipped in the 

Bible. When God gave specifics on how to worship to the children 

of Israel, it was clear that God is not such a neat-freak. “Build a 

temple, God said, “a great temple where my name shall dwell. And 

take animals into the temple, very small animals like doves and 

great animals like bulls, and sacrifice them there. Take their blood 

and pour it over all the sides of the altar. This,” God said, “is what 

I require of you.” 
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Or go back even farther than that to the Passover, the time 

when God delivered Israel out of slavery to the freedom of the 

Promised Land. “To save yourselves from death,” God said, “you 

must take a lamb, a lamb without spot or blemish, a male lamb. 

Slaughter it, and paint your doorposts and lintels with its blood.” 

Worship in our faith has always relied on the spilling of blood. Our 

sin is so great, our salvation is so costly, something or someone has 

had to die for it. 

And that did not change with the coming of Christ. We still 

rely on the blood. We don‟t have to slaughter animals in church 

anymore, but that‟s only because Christ became the final sacrifice 

of that blood. John called out, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sins of the world!” Jesus is the Passover lamb for you 

and for me. His blood will be spilled, and we won‟t have to worry 

about splashing it on doorposts or lintels or fancy carpets. And you 

and I get plunged deep into it headfirst, singing, “What can wash 

away my sin? Nothing but the blood of Jesus!” 
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And the disciples would have understood the power of that 

image. Hearing John proclaim that Jesus is “the Lamb of God,” 

they turned and followed this new teacher. And the early church, 

when it celebrated Passover and The Lord‟s Supper (Holy 

Communion), having watched sacrifices for so many years in the 

temple, they would have understood clearly the connection. But do 

we? 

Don‟t get me wrong. I‟m thankful that Jesus‟ sacrifice was 

final. We don‟t have to sacrifice animals today because his death 

on the cross is sufficient, once and for all time. I mean, I can‟t 

imagine having to take Sacrifice 101 at seminary, learning how to 

bleed an animal so as not to spill any of it on the carpet. (Maybe 

that‟s why we have so many churches with red carpeting?). And 

personally, I‟d hate to think what the temple must have smelled 

like at the end of a long day of worship.  

But, really, don‟t you think we‟ve taken it to the other 

extreme? We‟ve lost something in the transition if we don‟t even 

remember anymore that the blood of Christ was just as real as the 
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blood of those sacrificed animals? Just because it isn‟t thrown 

against the altar every week doesn‟t mean that you and I should 

forget its meaning. When we celebrate Holy Communion, after the 

bread is broken and the wine is poured, and I remind you that “this 

is my body broken for you” and “this is my blood shed for you,” 

you should literally hear the breaking of bones, and smell the odor 

of blood, because it‟s that real.  

The life and death of Christ was not neat and clean. That‟s 

why Mel Gibson‟s movie The Passion of Christ was given an “R” 

rating – for mature audiences only – it‟s that realistic! Life is 

messy, but sacrifice is even messier. To remember the sacrifice 

that Jesus made for each of us, we can‟t be obsessed with keeping 

our worship neat and tidy. If we celebrate a God who is with us in 

every aspect of our messy lives, we sometimes have to get messy 

too. Neat and tidy worship might be more comfortable, but we 

can‟t let our worship become sterile and sanitary.  

The other day I was reading the results of a survey that was 

taken on church attendance. And one of the results that caught my 
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attention was the fact that many people who don‟t consider 

themselves believers, and don‟t go to church, say that they 

probably would at least try the experience of going to church, but 

they‟re afraid (now, get this) of not having the right clothing to 

wear to church. That‟s sad. That says something about how we 

have sterilized and sanitized our sanctuaries, and how we‟ve 

prevented people from potentially coming to know God in Christ. 

I remember last year talking to one of the homeless men we 

were helping in the Room in the Inn ministry that this church 

provides to the homeless. And I remember being surprised by the 

man‟s knowledge of the Bible, and how he told me that he used to 

go to church all the time, that he was baptized and confirmed and 

had a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. 

So I asked him why he wasn‟t in church anymore, and he looked 

around at all the other homeless men and said, “This is my church 

now, and these are my brothers.” 

Friends, if you took a survey of American churches and 

asked them why so many don‟t get involved with ministries to the 
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homeless people on our streets, they‟d tell you (if they‟re honest) 

that it‟s the smells. The homeless scare us, and they make us 

uncomfortable, and they stink, some of them. Their lives are 

messy, and we want our worship to be neat and tidy. 

Or, ask church members why they didn‟t come to church last 

week, and they‟ll likely tell you such things as, “well, my back was 

hurting, and I didn‟t think you‟d appreciate it if I got up in the 

middle of the service to walk it off.” Or, “you know, Bob, it looked 

like it was gonna rain and I didn‟t want to tramp mud all over the 

carpets.”  Or, “I felt a slight cold coming on, and I didn‟t want to 

spread any germs.”  

But what is our Christian faith worth if it can‟t be lived out in 

the midst of just such circumstances as these, or even worse? Is it 

surprising that we live in a time when the church struggles with 

attendance? When the message we give out seems to be that only 

sterilized and sanitized worship is acceptable? No sacrifices 

required? Nothing here really relevant to people‟s real lives?   
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Life is messy: births, illnesses, deaths, all around us. And, 

guess what? God is involved in every one of them. But you 

wouldn‟t know it from the way many churches worship these days. 

Life is messy; and so should our worship be. At least, our 

worship should be able to bear the full freight of reality, and offer 

hope to people who are in desperate situations. Because Jesus 

identified himself with such people: (not only with the bankers and 

lawyers and military officers, but with) prostitutes, adulterers, 

outcasts, and a whole assortment of other sinners – people whose 

lives were, at best, untidy. And that‟s where you‟ll find Jesus 

today. And if I‟m right, then you and I should be careful before we 

invite Jesus to our next worship service – it might get messy! 

  

    


