Reflections on a Hospital Cross

Hurting with Us

      My friend Bill and I walked into the Roman Catholic Chapel at the hospital where his wife is staying.  The chapel is simple, tasteful in all respects… except one.  Front and center, connected inconspicuously away from the wall so as to suggest being mysteriously suspended between heaven and earth, is a wooden cross carved out of maple.  For a Protestant, at least, it’s much too big for such a small room.   It hangs there dominating the scene-- minimalist, few details, nevertheless stark, gaunt, horrible. 

        “I don’t understand why they have to leave him up there on the cross,” my friend commented.  In deed, there is something wrong with a spirituality that focuses exclusively on the cross.  The remembrance commanded at the Lord’s table is not narrowly focused on Christ’s death—but on Jesus himself, the resurrected and living host, who feasts his guests in the Kingdom that has come and is yet coming.  To proclaim Christ’s death until he comes is not to leave him perpetually suspended on the cross “in our mind’s eye,” so to speak.  It is to connect that death with his triumph over evil.  It is to celebrate a new exodus from bondage and fear.  That work as Jesus, himself, said, “is finished.” 

        But after getting over my natural revulsion, my theological reservations, and then my learned, sectarian reaction against such a scene, I looked again past the art—through the medium of the art—into the face of a God who suffered and was put to death “in the body.”   Each week as I watch my brethren break bread—fracture the loaf—I’m watching a dramatic reminder of a thing full of wonder.  I’m seeing a God that wants to be one with me even when I hurt in the body.  Though he offered himself once and for all and the sacrifice is unrepeatable, the cross continues to speak to us.

        God doesn’t leave all the suffering up to us.   In fact he’s taken it all upon himself. Sharing our every hurt, he goes with us even through the valley of the shadow. To those of us who are tired but can’t rest, the cross reminds us that Jesus though exalted at the right hand of God knows what it is to be wore out.  To those who are sick Jesus still says I understand.  To those who are dying Jesus says I will be with you always.   Those of us who believe in Jesus know that we are never alone.  Even in a hospital he is with us.  Even when nobody else can conceive of what we must be going through,  we know he cares and understands because once for all people and all time he was suspended on a tree.
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The Grace to Die

      I might have been imagining things, but from one side the exhausted figure on the crucifix seemed to project a kind of knowing glance, not the kind your competitor gives you when he knows he’s got you cornered, but the kind of glance you would see in your Dad’s face when he knows you’ve just ********ed what he has known all along. 

       Whether the sculptor intended this or not, John’s intent in his portrait of the suffering Jesus is clear:  Christ knows what he’s doing when he’s handed over to the hands of sinful men.   The difference between cross bearing and the kind of suffering going on in all the other hospital rooms is that Jesus chose to suffer. The people in this hospital didn’t. They are victims of a fallen world. But the God we know in the crucified Jewish Jesus is not merely a pitiful victim.  Christ, by taking suffering—even human death-- into his own divine life is mysteriously robbing death and hell of their power to keep us on the run.

        I know we talk rather loosely about all of us having our crosses to bear, but having heart disease or cancer is not the same thing as choosing to suffer injustice for a redemptive purpose.  The older I get and the more I think about it, the more certain I am that I don’t fully understand what Jesus intentionally accomplished as he was suspended on the hill outside Jerusalem.  But as I meditate on the scene somehow I’m moved by the fact that he voluntarily did (what we know from Gethsemane) he clearly didn’t want to do.  That kind of love compels us, too, for we can mystically experience having been crucified with him.  Because he was put to death in the body we are enabled by his Spirit to put to death the misdeeds of [our own]body, and so we can learn to give up our selfish agenda.

       These days I’ve been trying to do a lot more reading and writing than in years past.  But one evening I found I couldn’t get anything done.  My wife as usual was very busy. The dishes stared at me.  The baby was crying and needed changed.  The dogs were yelping and needed walked.  My six-year old was afraid of the dark and was refusing comfort.  I was supposed to wait up for my older son.  And so I became aggravated.  Why?  Because I couldn’t shut all these people out so I could write about the sensitivity and compassion of Christ!

        Now, how sick is that!  But the cross is ugly enough that it will not even leave hypocrites alone.  And so for the joy set before me these days I drag myself away from my desk and do the little things that mean so much to the others around me. And the cross’ mysterious work is such that I strangely ******** that none of this seems like an interruption at all.  It’s all an unmerited grace to be sure.  But the cross enables us to set aside our agendas so that the real work of living becomes a joy.

          When we come to the end of this life one final time we are asked let go of our earthly agenda trusting that in Christ God has set joy before us.  I want to be very careful about over-generalizing about the way people die.  But it seems to me that we can sometimes tell the difference between those who cling to this life as if it were all they have ever known and those who have lived in the presence of one who beckons them to a greater world.  These others know all about the prayer of release which places our wills into God’s hands, “yet not my will, but yours be done.  They are not stunned to confront things they cannot control.  They know that they have been living according to someone else’s better agenda all along. 

         Come to think of it, is that the knowing glance I saw in the crucified Jesus’ eye?
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Freed from Guilt and Shame

           As I move to another angle beneath the half open eyes of the crucified figure, I risk actually looking more deeply into the eyes of the art.  Immediately my conscience ached as I remembered that I’ve hurt my wife.  Thankfully my good woman is regularly able to forgive me, but I don’t forget that the lives we enjoy together are made possible because she is willing to bear in her soul the psychic cost of my meanness.            

          So it is with unclean lips that I stared at the body of this hospital crucifix. I dared to continue looking only because this cross not only convicts me but reminds me that God will bear with me and is in fact the reason my wife still can.   I have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ. (Hebrews 10:10)  When I wonder if this is really true, the cross’ ugliness paradoxically comforts me.  It says there is no extremity to which God will not go in order to love me.  His blood still speaks a better word that trumps everything all the debt collectors can levy against me.   God promises on a terrible blood oath that all the sins I have ever committed or will commit, however big or little, are all continuously washed away-- borne all at once-- by the all-sufficient blood of the Lamb.

        As such this ugly hospital cross speaks about a relationship with God himself.  Just as my wife must bear with my sin in order to stay in relationship with me, so also it is God alone who must bear my sin against him.  This sin-bearing business cannot be outsourced.  The cross is not a picture of a God taking out his anger on his innocent Child so that he may avoid punishing the children who really deserve it.  We need to remember Jesus’ words, “I am in the Father and the Father is in me. (John 14:11)  We can know no other God than the one revealed in the suffering Jesus.  This God is capable of taking into his own self a human death.  He, himself, bears all of our sin and shame.  

       And so, too, the hospital crucifix reminds me that God in Jesus Christ is made one with us people who have problems.  Paul was asked if such mercy were true, then why don’t people go on sinning so that grace may abound?  It’s as if Paul’s opponents believed Paul was saying Christians are like O.J. Simpson, full of blood-guilt yet pronounced innocent because the investigating officer took some blame!  Is that the sense in which Jesus took our place and purchased our pardon?

       No. To look into the face of my wife after I have hurt her requires that something change within me if our loving relationship is to continue.  The Bible does not say that Jesus died so we do not have to.  Rather, the bible says that if we are Christians we have been crucified with Christ and therefore the penalty for sin has been met in us who are in Christ Jesus. That’s a big difference. To really look upon the crucified God is to love him, to see your life wrapped up in him; it is to die to what once charmed us, and it is thus to be reborn in spirit, freed from the controlling power of guilt.
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Godly Sorrow

        Back in my younger days I was cruising town with my buddy John Walker, with his nephews in the back seat. Suddenly someone pulled out in front of us, scaring me silly and making John take evasive action.   After we realized that we were safe, I gave vent to my feelings.  “That i…di..ot!” I exclaimed. 

         I didn’t think anything of it.  After all, the person I called an idiot didn’t hear me and the name fit them well anyway. I’m sure I wouldn’t even remember this story if John’s little nephew had not decided to chime in imitating my volume and intonation exactly.  

       “Yea, that i…di..ot!” said this otherwise cute four-year-old.  Listening to my voice through this child made me realize how I actually sounded.         

        We need experiences like this one where we learn that no sin is little, or harmless. It all distorts human life, robs us of joy, and leads to destruction. Paul speaks of the benefit of really appreciating the stringency of God’s law: “But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good (the law), so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful. 

       Oh, that sin might become utterly sinful to this generation.  Between the ages of 10 and 21 that I never left church without worrying about the fires of hell.  Do young people in today’s pews worry about that bad word they said or the lie they told at recess?  Don’t get me wrong, I want everyone to know the joy of living in a covenant of faith in which grace continually cleanses those who are trying their best to please God.  But it is healthy to feel pain in conscience when we sin.   We have to grasp the weight of its consequence or else forgiveness will mean nothing. I’m thankful that at an early age I grasped the truth that sin produced death in me.  Every bitterness, every lust, every idle word-- these things still deserve death and wreak havoc in my life and without Jesus they’ll lead me to hell.

       The Bible says that God allowed Jesus to be crucified in order “to demonstrate his justice.” And so when I looked up at the terrible crucifix in the hospital, I was reminded that this torturous death is what my sin deserves.        

       The world speaks loosely of being “entitled to mistakes.’ But the father who has lost a child to a drunk driver knows that nobody is entitled to drink and drive.  The cost is just too great to think that way.  Sin is the thing that killed Jesus and we love him too much for sin not to cause a profound godly sorrow. We know that the violence which killed our King, is the same fearful, retaliatory violence that calls people idiots.  And we know that this violence always passes itself off as “no big deal.”  But people who know what it is to be forgiven refuse to cut themselves any slack.  One does not look upon the one who was  pierced for our transgressions and fail to loath and dread sin.   
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What are Christians Peddling?

        It wasn’t long until I had occasion to return to the hospital chapel. I perused the prayer requests written in the prayer log in the entrance way before sitting down in the back pew as if I were entering a church service. And there, still protruding from the wall, was that crucified Jesus proffering himself.   

         I wondered what does the average visitor expect when he sits down in the pew?   What do they think Christians peddle?  As I stand in the pulpit every Sunday is visitor Charlie seated there because his wife, Priscilla, has badgered him into doing at least something healthy with the family?  If so, he may be listening for a word about how to please his wife.  Is Priscilla at church trying to find a way to make her family work?  Perhaps visitor Joe has been sick.  Is he wondering if these church people have anything to say about how many of these crushing medical bills he ought to try to pay?

         My heart breaks for Charlie, Priscilla, Joe… and for me.  I want help with these problems.  Perhaps a new sermon series on conflict resolution?  Maybe a financial counselor could come and help?   I’m so thankful that people come to church for any reason that I don’t want to disappoint them.  I want to help lift their spirits, somehow, some way.  That seems healthy enough.

        But then I began thinking about the prayer requests written on the tablet I passed in  foyer as I entered the chapel.  They are all about loved ones who are dying in this hospital.  There aren’t any topical sermons—no easy three point homilies that I can offer that will even put a dent in such problems.  And in a hospital the problem of mortality seems a whole lot bigger than some of the problems that may bring Charlie and Priscilla to the pew.

       And so I allow my mind to return to the vicious scene in front of me.  Here this tasteless crucifix offers people what Jesus offered—a chance to give their lives up with him.  Mark 8:34 "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.   Could it be that healing and getting fixed happens when we start focusing our attention on a crucified and risen God who came to love others? My striving ought not be about seeking my own fulfillment but about imitating a suffering God? Could it be that Rick Warren’s got this much figured out about my purpose--“It’s not about me.”  Perhaps that is the paradoxical cure for the selfish fears that are at the heart of all human problems.

        For a Protestant the crucifix is too strange to be treated like a good luck charm or talisman.   The architectural message comes through in a way that it might not for Catholics who are too used to it.   Here is the one who, though he had it all, gave it all up to identify with the poor, liberate the hurting, include the ashamed, and celebrate the in-breaking reign of God.  Nothing could deter him from this.  He kept doing it until they killed him for it. 

         This crucifix offends people with taste.  And that’s precisely its point.  Jesus saved us in numerous ways—none more important than showing us that the only way to lasting gain is to make a total offering of oneself to God.  If we lose sight of this we become religious consumers.  But the cross calls forth disciples.
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Cinderella Man

    Have you seen Ron Howard’s Cinderella Man.  It is the true story of James Braddock, once a heavyweight contender, who, after losing all his earnings in the stock market crash of 1929, got hurt and could not box effectively.  He eventually loses his license to fight, and unable to get consistent work on the loading docks, finds it necessary to go on public assistance.  Like so much of America he felt the oppressive forces of the Great Depression.

       But Braddock was given a one time exemption to pay off his debts by filling in for another fighter at the last minute.  But the old, washed-up Braddock, to everyone’s surprise, wins the fight!  Soon thousands of people can’t read enough about the man who is no longer fighting for glory, but to buy milk for his kids.  Braddock fights his way to the Heavyweight Championship bringing ecstatic joy to thousands who vicariously find hope that they too will overcome the massive force-fields of power arrayed against them. 

          If ever there was such an underdog it was Jesus.   As a man the Jewish Jesus was born in a barn.  In him God himself became a helpless refugee.   Poor, from a disreputable region, without access to schools, without a place to call home, without a sufficient political following to offer much of a threat to the Jewish or Roman authorities, he nevertheless resolutely set his face toward Jerusalem and entered the central contest of world history.  There, Paul says he triumphed over (Col 2) the powers. The cross tells all of us who have been losers by this world’s competitive standards that in him we are never vanquished.

        The crucifix was the powerful’s chosen symbol of intimidation which said that they might completely vanquish those who opposed them.  Supposedly there was no human dignity which they could not take away.  Evil powers would still have us believe that message.  

      And we are tempted to believe it, until some underdog defeats the big guy.  Older Hoosiers know all about Bobby Plump, the boy from tiny Milan High School that really did hit the last second shot to beat the big guys.   I am named after Bobby Kent, the point guard on my Dad’s tiny Unionville Arrows basketball team who was so instrumental in winning the Wabash Valley Tournament ten years later.  

      Cinderella stories are written deeply into my identity. But none more so than the one about the itinerate preacher from Galilee, that non-violent revolutionary who victoriously passed through death.  He defeated the powers not just as almighty God, but through the giving of his vulnerable human body.  

       Outside the hospital chapel is a depiction of Jesus rising from his cross.   Praise God! Jesus didn’t stay down.  He took all the enemy’s best punches and got up, and in him I too will always rise again. He is forever my Cinderella Man.  Into his name I have been baptized, and I will always live in his Cinderella story.

