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The Love that Suffers is the Love that Wins

Today the church looks long and hard at the image of the Son of God hanging helpless on a cross. There is no anesthesia to dull the pain of it, no sentimentality to sweeten it. Loneliness, fear, disappointment, hurt stare down at us unrelenting. When Jesus cries those words “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” we don’t know whether God was actually there or not but we know that in that moment Jesus felt forsaken, he felt alone, he felt afraid. The cosmic forces of evil were injecting all the poisonous venom they had in their power, and there was Jesus choosing the way of powerlessness, of vulnerability. He could have saved himself, but he didn’t. Instead he suffered terribly, lethally.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor who resisted Hitler’s regime and was executed for it, put it like this: “It is infinitely easier to suffer in obedience to a human order than in the freedom of one’s personal, responsible deed. It is infinitely easier to suffer in company than alone. It is infinitely easier to suffer publicly and with honor than out of the public eye and in disgrace. It is infinitely easier to suffer through the engagement of one’s physical being than through the Spirit. Christ suffered in freedom, alone, out of the public eye and in disgrace, in body and soul, and likewise subsequently many Christians along with him.”

There is a danger, especially in Christian circles to talk about suffering as if it were a failure, or something that happens only to non-Christians, or those who do not attend a church--a punishment for the non-godly. But here suffering and God incarnate are both wrapped up in the same story, the same person, the same body. Nor can we simply say that Jesus’ suffering is just a mistake that can be explained away by the resurrection--as if to say, “Oh, that was just a mistake, now it’s over.” In Jesus’ crucifixion God is revealing something about his own nature. Even more, when Christ is risen he still carries on his body the scars on his hands and feet and side--which is to say the risen Christ is of course still the crucified Christ, who continues to suffer with all those who suffer today. This is the literal meaning of com-passion, to suffer with; God in the person of Christ did not steer away from the pain; he steered toward it, entered into it himself.

So what is God revealing that is so important for us to hear about, so important to have a whole Sunday dedicated to it? Why do we have to suffer through this sad story? When I go to church I want to feel better, not worse--I want to feel happy! Isn’t this the problem with religion today--it only focuses on the negative? We get more than enough of our fair share of sad stories out there, don’t we?

It is true that the Bible is not escapist literature, and never has been. It’s subject is the living God who gets involved in human history as it is. Unlike us, God does not worry about being polite or nice or appropriate; when something bad happens, God calls it like it is and doesn’t find some way to deny it or try to make it sound better than it is. And then God transforms it. When Jesus goes to the Cross, this is God confronting and exposing all the powers of evil in the cosmos; this is God naming them and shaming them for all the world to see. And if you look carefully enough, you may just be able to see them for what they are: not just Roman soldiers who beat, whip, and spit, but forces of violence that oppress the innocent and the weak, that use fear to control people; not just a Roman governor washing his hands but political forces that abdicate responsibility and stand by doing nothing in the face of horrific abuse, and do so in the name of keeping the peace; not just chief priests and elders but religious forces that are desperately afraid of losing control. Do you see it yet? Fear, power, violence, control--whether it is politics or religion, church or state, evil is evil, and Jesus exposes it in all its ugliness. He empowers us to tell the truth about it. What’s more, he takes it all upon himself for the love of the world. 

There is however, something else going on, just as deep and cosmic, but in some ways more personal. To look at Jesus today is to look upon the spouse who sits in the waiting room of the intensive care unit at 3 am waiting and praying; it is to look upon the person who daily rearranges his life to care for an aging parent; it is to look upon parents who choose to give their teenage children the space needed to become mature adults, even when it means watching them make mistakes; it is to look upon the friend who sacrifices being right in an argument in order to keep the friendship; it is to look upon the person who gives countless hours of time and care knowing it may go unnoticed. You guessed it: where the pain is, there you will find the love. For God in the person of Jesus, love and suffering go together. 

It was love that led Jesus to steer toward the pain, love that led him to suffer desertion and loneliness and fear and disappointment and hurt; love that made him choose the cross at the cost of his life. And it is the same love that makes us steer toward the pain of another human being. Not to move the hurting person away from the pain; not to change the subject; not to solve the problem; not to suggest looking on the bright side. But to enter into the pain in order to help. This is the most deeply Christian thing that we can do for another human being, and I see it happening in this community all the time. I know most of you pretty well by now, and by God you do it.  

The good news this morning is of a strange type. It is not that there is relief or an easy way out or five ways to be happier. What I can tell you is that when you steer toward the pain of another and choose to enter into it, you walk the way of the cross with our Savior. For those who know what this feels like, you know it is not the place of success and reconciliation and quick fixes; it is the place of raw, unresolved emotions of the kind that Jesus showed when he cried out to God in a feeling of total forsakenness. It is often the place of crucifixion, where the person projects onto you their deepest fear, their hottest anger, their most unedited hurt. There are many definitions of love, but this is the one God gave us when he sent Jesus among us. 

You may have noticed that at the beginning of the service we prayed an odd prayer, but I hope it makes more sense now. We prayed that we may walk in the way of Christ’s suffering. This is not a nod to some sadistic strain of the Christian tradition; it is a plea that we too may participate in Christ’s love for this sinful and broken world. A love that does not stand far off, but comes close and enters into the pain and the hurt. It sounds strange, but this is suffering at its best. This is suffering with the love of God at its core. 

When you suffer for love’s sake, you are not just following in the way of the cross; you are putting the cross into practice. And when we do this as a community of faith, we can change the world.

Be encouraged. Be encouraged. The Love that suffers is the Love that wins.
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