“A Holy Unsavory Image”

While many may look to the empty tomb for hope, we don’t have the empty tomb without the ugliness of the cross.
1Peter 2:19-24

Romans 15:12-13

Do you ever feel this way?

VIDEO: “Stuck on an escalator” (from Youtube)

(Have you seen the funny little commercial where a man and woman are riding up an escalator and the escalator breaks down and they get stuck.  The man immediately checks his watch, and starts complaining that he does not have time for this.  The woman starts to panic and yells for help.  As time goes by, their anxiety grows as no one has responded to their plight of being stuck on an escalator.  In the end, while they continue to call out for hope, they never realize that they are simply on an escalator and could easily step off and go on their way…they never realize that they are not as stuck as they might think.)
Do you ever feel stuck?  Do you ever feel as if one bad thing after another is happening?  Not just in your life, but all around the world?  And once you get stuck, do you often wonder when will the hope come?  Well, just as this video illustrates, maybe we are not as hopeless as we might think.
Without a doubt, we live in a time full of fear and anxiety.  Many of us have lost jobs, face terrible health issues, or dealing with family crises.  Our world is covered with wars, weak economy, deteriorating environment, natural disasters, and orphaned children. When the circumstances of our lives cause us to get stuck, a deep-seeded fear starts to overwhelm us…a fear of survival.  Will I find a job?  Will this marriage last?  Will my children be safe?  When this fear of survival grips our lives, we become paralyzed…we hunker down, we circle the wagons…and we just stop...we stop thinking of others, stop thinking of Christ, stop being the church--and start dwelling solely on ourselves. We forget that the church proclaims a different reality than the one we see.  When we get ‘stuck,’ our lives sometimes seem to become fear-full and hope-less.  From where does our hope come?
Has this ‘fear of survival’ gotten today’s Christian church ‘stuck’ as well?  Declining membership, declining giving, division after division, issue after issue.  Even at St. Stephen, anxiety abounds…changes in staffing, changes in pastors, changes in worship times, changes in worship order, a challenging budget,  members coming and going…where is St. Stephen heading?  The biggest danger of a church in survival mode is that the good news of Christ gets lost to a hurting world, when the good news is the precise antidote to that anxiety.

We are in desperate need of an antidote to anxiety, a cure for the concern, a relief from the fear, an answer for the alarm…we are in need of hope.  

Not just any hope.  Not simply a desire or a wish upon a star; not just sunny optimism; not even a hope for a better future if we would just work harder for it.  NO!  We are in need of real hope, a hope that is bigger than our fickle selves. We need a hope that proclaims that the reality of pain and suffering we experience today is not the reality of God’s kingdom.  We need a hope that transcends heaven and blows through the earth like a breath of fresh air, making all things new!

Look at how Romans 15:13 describes hope…see if you notice something quite amazing.

READ ROMANS 15:13 
“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”

Paul is pretty clear here…”May the God of hope fill YOU…so that YOU may ABOUND in hope…”  Nowhere else in all the world’s religion is the idea that Hope can be transferred to human beings.  No other religion even hints at the possibility that we humans become possessors and partners with God.  Nowhere else!  Through the power of the HS, we do not just have hope in God, we ARE hope in God.   And, this hope is possible only through the specialized work of our Lord Jesus Christ…focused, squarely, precisely, and indelibly…on the cross!

I hear you now saying, “The cross?  The cross can’t be my source of hope!  My hope is in the resurrection, the empty tomb. Christ rose from the dead and has conquered death so we will never die…and that gives me hope.”

And you’d be right.  There is nothing wrong with that thinking.  All true.  But the problem with this is that you don’t get to the empty tomb without going through the cross.  You don’t get resurrected unless you get dead.  We cannot ignore the cross.  Christ suffered on the cross and Christ died on the cross.  We can’t pretend it didn’t happen…nor should we.  The cross cannot be ignored…should not be glossed over…will not be cleaned up…and cannot be overlooked. 

VIDEO of BUDDY CHRIST  (Some years ago, the movie Dogma came out as a satire on the Catholic church.  In it, there is a little scene where a cardinal, played by none other than comedian George Carlin, is unveiling at a press conference a new, updated symbol for the church’s latest campaign (called Catholicism Wow!) to renew the image and interest in the Catholic Church.  The cardinal stands at the podium and announces that the current central symbol of the Catholic Church, the crucifix which shows Jesus crucified on the cross, is an image that is wholly depressing.  So the church has decided to retire it and replace it with a more uplifting image. The veil is ripped from the statue and there is a six foot statue of a robed Jesus with his thumbs up, and an assured wink in his eye.   The priest quickly announces, “I give you, the buddy Christ” as a more positive image of Jesus.)

Obviously this is a satire on the Catholic Church and I hope I didn’t offend anyone.  The fact it, the Catholic Church hasn’t adopted a ‘buddy Christ,’ but sometimes I wonder if we have.


You see, we have become a Christian culture that would rather ignore the cross.  It is a “Holy unsavory image.”  It’s not pretty.  It’s depressing.  We want the loving Jesus. The Jesus holding the lamb, welcoming the children, breaking the bread. We want our friend Jesus; our buddy.  We don’t want to face the beat up, beat down, bloodied Jesus of the cross.  We want a pretty faith, an empty cross, one that we can shine up and hang around our necks and show people how “nice” Christians are.  We’d rather skip right over the crucified Christ in favor of a “buddy” Christ.

We even sing about it. Look at hymn 368, “My hope is built”…My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood…”  Our hope is built on Jesus blood!

The cross is our source of hope because that’s where Jesus died for the sins of world (and for you and me.  The cross is our source of hope because that’s what makes the resurrection of Jesus possible. The cross is our source of hope because that is where Jesus suffered!  The cross is our source of hope because that is where Jesus was abandoned!  The cross is our source of hope because that is where God is most clearly revealed…in Christ’s pain and agony!  The cross is our source of hope because that is where we understand God the best!  It’s the cross!  It’s the cross!


 Do you hear me?  In the moment of the cross…GOD SUFFERS.  Take that in.  GOD SUFFERS. In all the world religions, only ours reveal a God who is willingly to suffer on our behalf.  God is not ‘out there’ watching us.  God transcends. God came down.  God chose suffering.  Thus, God is present right in the very midst OUR pain, of our anxiety, of our fear, of OUR SUFFERING.  Therefore, there is no suffering in history which is not God suffering.  GOD SUFFERS.  God allows God’s self to be crucified and God abandons God’s self. And GOD OVERCAME SUFFERING AND DEATH.  GOD WON.  GOD’s the VICTOR!  And in so doing, God consummates God’s unconditional love that is full of…HOPE.

Put simply…because God SUFFERS…we have hope in our suffering.  Walter Brueggeman puts it quite poignantly…When those who are suffering cry out to God, the relationship with God is authenticated and hope awakened!


The cross points to a God who suffers for us…and with us.  Therefore, hope for Christians…for you, for me, and the world…is therefore centered squarely on the cross. 

Today’s scripture in 1Peter reveals this truth.  Peter clearly outlines that suffering is a part of life, and we must endure it.  But it seems that many Christians are confused because they are suffering even though they are doing right…they are trying to live faithful lives, they are loving God and loving neighbor and proclaiming the good news of faith in Jesus Christ…and they are being persecuted for this.  How unjust!  How unfair!  But Peter says something quite amazing.  He says in verse 21, “For to this (suffering) you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you (For who?  YOU), leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps.”

Look at verse 23…”When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten….verse 24…He himself bore OUR SINS in HIS body on the CROSS!


GOD SUFFERED ON THE CROSS.  Why?


Verse 25 “So that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by his wounds (his pain, suffering, marks), you have been healed.”


This is HOPE!  BECAUSE GOD SUFFERED WE HAVE HOPE in our suffering.

THE CROSS IS OUR SOURCE OF HOPE so that we would be healed!  Pain does not win.  Suffering does not have the final say.  Death no longer has any sting.  The suffering God in Christ heals all!  

The Cross is our source of Hope because that is where we understand God the best…a God full of love and hope.  In all the world religions, in all the gods ever proclaimed, our GOD loved us so much that God abandoned Godself and SUFFERED FOR US.  To reclaim us.  To redeem us.  To bring us into a right relationship with God.  No other symbol in all Christendom conveys so much power, so much love, so much HOPE…as the cross.  This is a God worthy of our worship!

Make no mistake, we are a people of the cross. We are the people of a suffering God…a God who chose to bring hope into the world through a Holy Unsavory Image.  The cross is what separates us.  The cross is what identifies us. The cross is what calls us into action!  

What if we took this seriously?  What if we, as a church, took the CROSS seriously?  What if we truly grasped the message of the CROSS as a message of HOPE?

Imagine if you were playing in a football game, but you already knew how it ends.  You knew the scoreboard said 24-10 in favor of you.  You already know that you win.  Doesn’t that change how you play the game?  Doesn’t it make you not worry so much about the fumbles, the miscues, the mistakes?  Doesn’t it make the pain and suffering worth it?  You see, when God controls your scoreboard, you don’t worry so much about your fumbles.  We have present hope in our future victory, and a present hope to endure our current suffering.

As a result, what if we spent less time trying to CONVINCE the world that Jesus has won, and LIVED as if Jesus has won?”  Today’s message to an anxious church…a stuck church…a fearful church…a church hunkered down…circling the wagons--is very simple…the church is not as HOPELESS as we might think.  It’s time we clung to our “Holy Unsavory Image.”  It’s time we live as though we believe Christ not only lived and loved and taught, but also that he SUFFERED and DIED and ROSE from the dead and the Kingdom of God is at hand.  Doesn’t this change how we live?  (Yes it does!)

Then our job is simple.  We pick up our CROSSES…our sufferings, our pains, our troubles, our fears, our concerns…and we follow Jesus.  We carry our crosses into the homeless shelters because we have a message of HOPE.  We carry our crosses into the grocery stores, into the schools, into Lansdowne and Sardis neighborhoods because we have HOPE to share.  We carry our crosses out to the youth and children at Rama Elementary and East Meck high school and show them that Hope abounds.  We carry our crosses to every corner of every neighborhood, to every city council meeting to every family meeting, anywhere and everywhere where people are suffering, in pain, and in fear…because we have a message of HOPE.


GOD SUFFERED TOO…and because GOD SUFFERED, GOD IS WITH YOU…and SO ARE WE.  We are not as HOPELESS as we might THINK.

It’s the cross.    
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