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…So We May Be Like Him


A piercing bell breaks the silence and Roosevelt High School erupts in activity.  It’s lunch time.  Lockers are slamming and the cafeteria is alive with loud, laughing, pushing adolescents.  Despite the chaos, an iron social order imposes itself.  Cool kids sit here.  Ethnic kids sit here.  And nerds and losers sit back there.  Mike, the great all-round teenager at Roosevelt enters the cafeteria and joins the line to pick up lunch trays.  Mike tops 6’2” is captain of the basketball team, starter in football, and National Honor Student, Mike is an impressive kid from anyone’s perspective.  He moves through the food line greeted by everyone.  Then, beyond explanation, Mike walks past the power table where the cool kids gather and he moves steadily to the loser table.  The noise in the cafeteria actually moderates as Mike asks if he can sit with the nerds.  Now, changing lunch tables may sound like an inconsequential gesture.  But in a cruel high school social order, sitting at a different table actually is disruptive.

Later in the day, the bell rings again and the students pour out of the building for buses, the student parking lot, sports, and, for about six kids, detention.  Now detention at Roosevelt is real easy, because it’s for kids who don’t do much of anything right.  It works this way.  When you do something bad enough to earn detention, the teacher submits your name to the office and you report voluntarily to room 205 after school.  Kids not on the attendance list from detention need not come to school the following day.  Miss detention and you’re suspended.

Mike shows up for detention.  He hasn’t done anything to earn detention—never has.  The music teacher whose turn it is to supervise detention is a tad startled when Mike walks in.  But she treats him like the other four, let us be honest, losers.  “You may not sleep.  You may not chew gum.  You may not do homework.  You may not talk.”


Mike’s showing up for detention has completely changed the atmosphere in Room 205.  And in the office, when Mike’s name is found on the list with the four “regulars,” it causes perplexity there too.


We’re talking these days about why Jesus suffered.  Last week we explored how Jesus’ suffering is in some sense a ransom that frees us.  Today, we’re exploring how Jesus’ suffering reveals how deeply and surprisingly God joins us.  God so wishes to be connected with you and me that he becomes our companion even in our most disgraceful situations.  Jesus enters our world not only in the good wholesome aspects of human life.  He also enters into our brokenness, our law-breaking, our sin.  The Bible actually says that Jesus became sin for us.

Ever since Jesus went to Jerusalem and the Cross, his followers have seen in his suffering a deep sharing with us our life, even our brokenness and sin.


Phillip Yancy tells the story of Dr. Paul Bland who worked among lepers in Louisiana, as I recall.  Paul Bland was talking with a group of lepers in a late afternoon chapel service.  He was talking about the damage, which driving a spike through the palm, would cause.  The palm is the complex center of nerve endings, blood vessels, bone muscle and connective tissue.  Such trauma would never permit a hand to be fully opened up or function properly ever after.  In the fading light of the chapel the quiet audience began to lift up gnarled, broken hands.  Leprosy, Hanson’s Disease, cruelly destroys the extremities.  But in that moment the victims of leprosy were not alone with their disfiguring disease.  Jesus had joined them.

Now, why is this important?  Well, when Jesus becomes a part of our situation he transforms the situation.  When Mike—the high school star—enters detention, he doesn’t so much change the other four poor kids who are detention regulars.  He changes detention.  Detention may not be cool.  But it’s different with Mike there.  

Jesus enters into the sinner’s place—and suddenly carrying a cross means something different.  Jesus enters into the situation we think God abandoned, and suddenly God forsakenness is rich with God’s presence.


I learned recently that Japanese culture has a very different outlook on crime and punishment than we do.  In western culture criminals are considered guilty and need to pay back.  Christians in Western societies look at the cross and see the pay back for guilt.  In Japan, people don’t worry about guilt as much as they do about shame.  For the Japanese to be shamed is to be banished from one’s family, friends, and community.  When Japanese believers look to Jesus on the cross, they pick up on the shame he endured.  If someone is ashamed of himself or herself, he or she can be heartened to notice that crucifixion is not only painful—it is shameful.  The horror of the cross is that it makes a spectacle of a person.  The victim is naked, expires in public, is covered with public ridicule, loses control of bodily functions, weeps, screams, and gasps.

And that changes shame.  Jesus’ shame shames shame.  Jesus loneliness makes loneliness lonely.  Jesus’ judgment judges judging.  Jesus’ sinfulness makes the assignment of sin, sinful.  It’s like the way Mike’s detention puts detention hall in detention.


If Jesus so enters our lot and condition that he is shamed, condemned and even dies and enters hell with us, how then shall we life?


First, know that you are never alone in your sin or in any mess you’ve made of your life, in your most embarrassing or humiliating moments.  Jesus is with you.  The Reformer, Martin Luther, was convinced that God the Father was furious with him.  Luther was utterly afraid and alienated from God.  How could he ever earn his way back into God’s good graces?  He was terrified that he couldn’t.  He nearly had a nervous breakdown over that thought.  Then he read these words, “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me.”  In a blazing leap of understanding Luther had found a friend who knew what God-forsakenness meant—Jesus Christ.


You have a friend in Jesus who knows your situation and who has stopped at nothing to be with you.  Just let that grace fill you right now.


There’s a further implication of Jesus’ identification with us.  He has entered the sin and suffering of people worse off than us.  What do we say in the creed?  He descended into Hell.  That means that that element of humanity who had been born, lived, and utterly blew it, who died in their sin and misery and were banished from their Creator, are also the very ones whom Jesus suffered to be with.  There’s only one way to get to Hell.  You die alienated from God.  Jesus did that.  He shares their misery as well.


If Jesus died for the likes of them, then you and I at the least, treat such with kindness in this life.  The Church of Jesus Christ—that’s this church—is in the business of loving the very one’s whom Christ died to reach.  If he is the friend of sinners then we are the friends of sinners.  First Presbyterian Church is not the sophisticated church, it’s not the swanky church, and it’s not the upright church. It is the community of sinners who have befriended sinners.

Years ago in Chattanooga, a little band of college students went to the county workhouse every Thursday night.  Norma Carrier, one of the students, took her accordion to accompany the hymns.  There was one song in particular they always requested and sang with evident feeling.  These lyrics carry the burden of this sermon:


I’ve seen the lightning flashing


I’ve heard the thunder roll;


I’ve felt sin’s breakers dashing,


Trying to conquer my soul.


I’ve heard the voice of Jesus,


Telling me still to fight on.


He promised never to leave me,


Never to leave me alone.

Then they’d swing into the chorus—hard-bitten, detention hall losers—but losers who knew their last hope on earth.


No, never alone; no, never alone!


He promised never to leave me,


Never to leave me alone.

�Douglas DeCelle preached this sermon on February 17, 2008 at the First Presbyterian Church, LaGrange, GA.





