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To my sister
Margaret (McGuiggan) Jaconette
whose light has shone all these years—constant, bright, soft
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MORE THAN A HERO




—Helen H. Lemmel

Turn your eyes upon Jesus.
Look full in his wonderful face.
And the things of earth will grow strangely dim,
In the light of his glory and grace.
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More Than a Hero
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Hebrews 12:2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith.

Noted theologian P. T. Forsyth reminds us that Jesus is much more than a hero.1 A hero relates only to our sense of admiration, but Christ also confronts the darkness in us—and deals with it.

When our eyes open to the Christ, even our admiration for him convicts us. His purity dazzles us without blinding; his strength awes us without driving us to grovel; his joy frees us without making us giddy or superficial. In our tender moments, we want to hug him for what he did with the woman taken in adultery. And when we feel the need to be brave and speak out against injustice, our souls rise to their feet as he cleanses the temple or scathes the ruler of the synagogue who begrudged a satanic victim her freedom after eighteen years of bondage.

His “let there be light” to the man born blind opens our own eyes. When in Mark 2:12 people say, “We have never seen like this,”2 we share their astonishment. It’s more than “We have never seen anything like this”; it’s “We have never seen like this.” Life looks different because he gives us renewed vision.

He fulfills the words of Kipling as no other can:

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue
Or walk with kings and not lose the common touch,
If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,
If all men count with you, but none too much …3

Only Jesus could give himself to all without pandering to anyone. Only he could treat us all as individuals while insisting that we belong to one another. Only he could forgive us fully, freely, gladly—but without dishonoring us or weakening our resolve for righteousness.

Having seen Jesus, knowing how he has lived his life here, we can’t settle for less than a genuine pursuit of his likeness. His very presence among us forbids us to settle for just being “nice” people who do “nice” things. (The bland leading the bland and both falling into a “nice” rut.)

I’m sick of the literature that reduces the Christian life to quiet times, fixed grins, happy talk, and saccharine songs. I’m tired of writers and speakers who indulge our whimpering and whining, who prescribe endless therapy for problems we wouldn’t have if we weren’t so outrageously self-centered, who encourage us to feather our own already fairly comfortable nests while oohing and aahing over our inconveniences as if they were crucifixions.

I’m sick, too, of scholarly literature that pours scorn on the people of God, judging them as nothing but self-serving hypocrites who either worship themselves or a petrified faith that should have been discarded centuries ago. These wise men for whom, I suspect, life has become sour and boring, rip away the foundations of the Christian faith, leaving disciples unsure of who they are and what direction they should go. What has the appearance of bold scholarship has no upward call and no sure message. Rather, it’s the bored and peevish ramblings of academics who have lost their way.

Finally, I’m one of a great multitude who are sick of themselves! But not so sick that we don’t know who we are and whose we are. Not so sick that we can’t see the glory of the biblical Christ, can’t feel the magnetism of his person and the wholesome rebuke of his life, can’t recognize our hunger for something more glorious as the work of God in us.

No, in spite of our human limitations, we see the Christ out in front of us, calling us onward and upward. We are determined, with blood-red earnestness, to live heroically for God and the world he so loves that he gave his Son.

The British literary historian Quiller Couch takes pleasure in telling us that during a certain time in Britain every writer in the nation wrote with one eye on a little island in the South Seas where Robert Louis Stevenson was living out his last days. They were hoping, he tells us, that perhaps Stevenson would somehow hear of what they had written and “not think too badly of it.”

For something like two thousand years, millions of people have been living out their little lives with an eye on Jesus Christ, daring to wish that he might see their efforts to glorify him through a radiant life and hoping that he “might not think too badly of them.”

I don’t think they need to grind their bones in worry about it. It isn’t hard to imagine Jesus getting to his feet in admiration when Stephen faced the mob; we can almost hear him shout an encouraging “Yes!” when one of his gloriously beats a temptation or rises from a bad fall to begin again.

What a Lord!
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ONE COMPASSION




—J. H. Jowett George Gissing was going along a road one day and he saw a poor little lad, maybe ten years old, crying bitterly. He had lost sixpence with which he had been sent to pay a debt. “Sixpence dropped by the wayside, and a whole family made wretched. I put my hand in my pocket, and wrought sixpenny-worth of miracle.”
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Dead at Thirty-Two
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—Matthew 9:36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.

About two hundred years ago (or was it yesterday?), Alice lived two doors away from us. She didn’t profess to be a Christian, and those of us who knew her well knew she had struggles, like the rest of us, which she didn’t always win. But Christ loved her. And, Christian or not, he worked in her life, making her cheerful, sensitive, sympathetic, and generous. Like so many others, she had a hard life. She had four children, serious heart trouble, and a hard-drinking husband who gave her many a beating.

I can still see her in the street, leaning against her window with her arms folded, wisecracking with the neighbors, milkman, or anyone who showed the slightest interest in being friendly. More than once I caught her crying, wondering how she was going to get through the week with so little money and so many things to be done with it. She was thin, too thin, and her skin was clear and smooth, almost transparent. (With skin like hers, we could easily see the bruises.) She kept her hair swept up, and her eyes were strikingly beautiful—pale blue and big and round. She died undergoing her second heart surgery. I think she was thirty-two years old.

Alice reminds me of all the people I’ve known who, day after day, without end, struggle to keep their heads above water. Never, in all their lives, are they able to go to a shop and buy something without first doing serious arithmetic. Never, from the cradle to the grave, are they sure the money for rent, heat, food, and clothing is going to be there. It’s that endless grind that beats so many people, that takes the light out of their eyes. They march up from the gates of birth with sunshine on their faces, dreaming dreams, purposing purposes, but life just wears them down. Then we put them in the ground at the age of thirty-two, look at each other sadly, and shrug in helplessness.

It’s at times like these that you hungrily search for moments when you did something comforting for the Alices in your life, something kind, something that brought a smile or a happy, speechless look of gratitude. Not so you can brag and think you weren’t such a bad neighbor after all. No, it’s just that it becomes important to know that people like Alice didn’t die without a moment of knowing somebody cared, without friendly arms to hold them while they sobbed. It’s at times like these that your heart remembers and is glad for all the moments when cups of sugar were loaned or borrowed or packets of tea were halved.

I’m sick and tired of comfortable Christians dismissing other people’s heartache as if it made no difference in how those people respond to God. I’m tired of comfortable Christians receiving endless pulpit and book therapy because they have a “tough time,” while people like Alice (who number in the multimillions) are given the take-it-or-leave-it kind of offer of the gospel.

Take me, for example. As well as I think I know what I’m talking about in this matter, as deeply as I think I feel about it, I still slip into the notion that we all have an equal shot at life. That just isn’t true! But if I know it isn’t true, how can I forget that so quickly and easily? Why do I look at people and assume that each of them has the same chance to hear and respond?

Didn’t I hear that the people of Israel—beaten and despairing because of generations of exploitation and oppression—didn’t I hear that when the Good News came, they weren’t able to hear it because of their pain?1 Their hard lives had beaten the hope out of them; their long, unchanging weeks and months and years made it too hard for them to believe. And God took all that into account!



I still slip into the notion that we all have an equal shot at life.



Oh sweet Lord Jesus, what am I going to do about what I’m writing here? What are we who are reading this going to do? Can you not enter our lives with greater vision and enable us to see Alice all around us? Are we deliberately keeping you out? Are we afraid to see? We seem to be able to dismiss this whole matter with such ease. At least, I seem to be able to. I wish I could believe I am the only one, but I know I’m not.

Lord, have you been speaking to us all along, but because we have preferred to hear other things, you have decided to let us go our way? Don’t leave us this way. It’s so ugly, and we long for your beauty.

Show Him Your Hands
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—Matthew 25:40 The King will reply, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”

Mary was just a girl when she died. Both her parents died when she was a child, so it was up to her to be mother to brothers and sisters. She worked too hard, slept too little, ate poorly, and worried endlessly. Over the years it all took its toll.

Just before she died, Mary was agitated and weepy. She expressed concern about meeting Christ because she felt she had nothing big and brave to offer him in gratitude for his blessing her and the other children throughout her short life. One of her brothers who was sitting on the bed stroking her thin, fevered fingers said, “You could show him your hands.” I don’t know what the young man’s theology might have been or ultimately became; I do know, however, that he’d gotten to one of the centers of God’s concern.

Mary’s hands were old too soon. When they should have been making daisy chains, they were washing clothes; when they should have been pushing a swing in a playground, they were scrubbing floors and cooking meals.

I can’t abide a religion that says none of this matters! I cannot hold to a religion that dismisses this kind of reality by immediately warning against “salvation by works” and continually reminding us of the need for “sound doctrine.” For pity’s sake, we all know that legalism is heresy.

I’m just like everyone else: there are truths I cannot deny and there are truths I will not hear attacked without rising to their defense (where it seems profitable). Truth matters! God has not required us to park our brains in order to please him; in fact, he has called us to engage our intellects as well as our passions. Tearjerking stories are no substitute for reasoned discourse; lies that tug on the heartstrings can never replace justified claims of truth. Someone greater than all of us said that truth frees. So I’m aware of the need for “propositional truth,” but I’m ashamed when we “lovers of truth” love only the truth we tell, love especially the truths we hold distinctively, and glibly bypass spellbinding self-sacrifice with a, “Yes, but what do they believe?”

Truth is for doing! Theological truth enables us to live sacrificial lives. A little theology goes a long way when creatively applied. There’s more to being an imitator of God than holding correct views, and this is especially true when the views are hard to relate to genuine social concerns.

An old Christianity Today cartoon offers this: A man is sitting in a hotel room. His hair’s a mess, his shirt is lying open, and his tie is loosed. He’s unshaven, his eyes have deep, dark rings around them, and he has a look of desperation on his face as he hoarsely says into the phone, “Pastor, you’ve got to help me. I’ve lost my job, my wife has left me, the kids have gone with her, I’m in debt over my head, and I won’t be able to pay the hotel bill. Please, tell me, is Revelation 20 literal or figurative?”

Philosophy professor Christina Sommers, in a lecture on ethics, tells a story from Saul Bellow’s collection of traditional Jewish tales. In a small Jewish town in Russia, there is a rabbi who disappears each Friday morning for several hours. His devoted disciples boast that during those hours their rabbi goes up to heaven and talks to God. A stranger moves into town, and he’s skeptical about all this, so he decides to check things out. He hides and watches. The rabbi gets up in the morning, says his prayers, and then dresses in peasant clothes. He grabs an axe, goes off into the woods, and cuts some firewood, which he then hauls to a shack on the outskirts of the village where an old woman and her sick son live. He leaves them the wood, enough for a week, and then sneaks back home. Having observed the rabbi’s actions, the newcomer stays on in the village and becomes his disciple. And whenever he hears one of the villagers say, “On Friday morning our rabbi ascends all the way to heaven,” the newcomer quietly adds, “If not higher.”1

Christians will tell you there is another Jewish rabbi who really did ascend all the way to heaven and who would be thrilled at the behavior of the Russian rabbi. Of this rabbi, one of those who knew him best wrote, “He went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him.”2

It is that Jewish rabbi, Jesus Christ, who claims that one day he will judge the world.3 And on that Day one of his central concerns will be what we did with truth. Our destiny will hang on whether or not we cared for and catered to the needs of others. Maybe his first question won’t be “What are your views on this or that issue?” but “Will you show me your hands?”

Shiny Boots
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—Philippians 2:15 Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe.

Even Jesus had his quiet and restful moments of pleasure in the presence of his friends or in the solitude of an evening roaming the hills of Judea with his Father. So there’s no need for us to be ashamed of taking some rest or enjoying the pleasures of life as gifts from God. We don’t have to be heroes every moment of the day, doing extraordinary deeds and making history at every turn of our heels.

It’s okay to be ordinary once in a while.

But while ordinary is beautiful, great people and great deeds color life, add depth and strength to it, cleanse it as a fresh sea breeze clears the air, and help us breathe free.

George Adam Smith, brilliant Old Testament scholar, commenting on Isaiah 32:2 and speaking of great people, offers this lovely and challenging piece:

Great men are not the whole of life, but they are the condition of all the rest; if it were not for the big men, the little ones could scarcely live…. In the East … where the desert touches a river-valley or oasis, the sand is in a continual state of drift from the wind … which is the real cause of the barrenness of such portions of the desert at least as abut upon the fertile land…. But set down a rock on the sand, and see the difference its presence makes. After a few showers, to the leeward side of this some blades will spring up; if you have patience, you will see in time a garden. How has the boulder produced this? Simply by arresting the drift.

Now this is exactly how great men benefit human life. A great man serves his generation, serves the whole race, by arresting the drift.1

I like that. I’ve seen it happen again and again. The weak among us who longed for “more” were overwhelmed by the drift of blinding forces and strength-sapping failures. Then someone came to us and sheltered us by their life. Protected from suffocating influences by their strong, cheerful stand, we were able to survive long enough to gain some strength of our own.

Listen, isn’t this a stirring passage? “Each man will be like a shelter from the wind and a refuge from the storm, like streams of water in the desert and the shadow of a great rock in a thirsty land.”2

Only the Christ is always like this, but those who have gladly given him their lives long and labor to be like him. They strive to protect people from criticism that’s too hot and hard for them to bear, and they try to make it easier (if not easy) for wanderers to believe—not only in the goodness in others but in the possibility of goodness in themselves. By the grace of God, these compassionate souls reflect the life of Christ before the widening eyes of those who do not know him.

That’s really what happened to one man, a former army sergeant, who had spent his whole adult life in the military. He and his buddies had all been “hard men,” but none any harder than a corporal he had served with.

Astonishingly, the corporal announced he was giving his life to Christ, and as he was baptized, a new man arose. The transformation in his case was immediate and radical: no more booze, no more foul language, no more brawling, no more lascivious stories. A deeper reality now permeated his life.

At first the group of soldiers was amused, then skeptical, expecting a return to normal. Then, for a while, they were awed. But eventually, the hard men began to provoke the corporal. The insults mounted—jeers, bawdy songs, drunken truculence, and threats of violence. Vile jokes were deliberately told in his presence and for his benefit. Once in a while, he looked as though he might lose it and respond in kind—but he didn’t. The sergeant was especially irritated—he just “knew” it wouldn’t last.

One day the men returned from a long, tiring day’s march, mud covered and bone weary. The sergeant pulled off his boots and collapsed on his cot. Attracted by the silence across the tent, he glanced over and saw the corporal down on his knees by his cot, praying. The sergeant was furious! He grabbed a muddy boot and flung it at the man, hitting him on the shoulder. The corporal continued to pray. Now the sergeant was incensed. He sat up on the cot, grabbed the other boot, and flung it hard at the praying man’s head. It struck home, and the corporal grunted and rubbed his head—rubbed and rubbed … and prayed and prayed.

Later the sergeant wakened to find the corporal gone and his own filthy boots shined and polished, sitting by his cot. That, said the sergeant, was the last straw. That kind of heroism for Christ’s sake turned him to God.

The corporal’s kind of gallantry can make some of us too self-critical, leading us to think we’re pretty well useless; but that would be a mistake. The most trying thing for soldiers in wartime, so they say, is the waiting, the staying in one place until some dramatic command is given or some critical action has begun.

Patient parents, respectful children, devoted families, cheerful and compassionate medical staff, honest laborers, loyal friends, sensitive and fair employers, honorable and eager employees—when they wait faithfully in the name of Christ, they make it easier for others to come to faith. A flash of brilliance is wonderful in a dark world, but a steady light is invaluable.

And yet, it won’t hurt us to be moved by the exceptional. Exceptional deeds in otherwise lovely but ordinary lives change us. We cherish the sun’s unbroken light three hundred and sixty-four days of the year, but we’re still stunned by that eclipse.

The Hero and Mrs. MacIntosh
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—1 Peter 3:8 Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble.

To feel wanted; to believe there’s someone who’d be deeply pained if you weren’t there; to suppose, most of the time, that you really make a difference; to know tender moments when someone holds you; to feel tender lips softly against your cheek; to hear whispers that life would be so empty without you—to live without these things is hardly to live at all! In a throwaway world, it’s easy for sensitive souls to feel like paper plates or plastic forks.

Family members can make one another feel as if they’re temporarily useful but ultimately dispensable. “I’m an unpaid servant in my own home,” a woman sobbed. “All I’m good for is washing, cooking, and cleaning! A maid would suit them just as well.” Or a family man says with a sigh, “They see me as the breadwinner, and that’s all.”

We all sorely want to be wanted as well as thought useful. It’s a terrible blow to feel used and not wanted. Those who make us feel both are doing us a great service; they’re saving our lives.

Jerry Harvill told a story about novelist Marjorie Byrd, who was visiting the MacIntosh home in the western Highlands of Scotland. A gale was howling around the cottage that lay outside the village, and Mr. MacIntosh was away on business. At the height of the fierce storm came a knock at the door. A family friend, a young lad, severely crippled and drenched to the skin, had walked from the village to check on Mrs. MacIntosh. She brought him in to warm at the fire.



If you think that brightening up others’ lives is too big a job, make up your mind to brighten their days!



“Aren’t you afraid?” the boy asked Mrs. McIntosh and her guest intensely.

The novelist was about to say no, when Mrs. MacIntosh spoke the words every boy longs to hear: “Of course we were afraid,” she said, “but now that you’re here, it’s all right, because now we have a man in the house.”

The boy straightened his twisted frame, looked at the two women, and said with a firm voice, “Well, then, I’d best be checking to make sure everything is snug.”

Christians will tell you that Jesus Christ had this quality. Without being naive or unrealistic, he could look past the failures of the people he knew and gladly, warmly express his gratitude for what they gave to him.1

If you think that brightening up others’ lives is too big a job, make up your mind to brighten their days! Make them feel they have something to offer, that they enrich your life; that, somehow, just knowing they’re in this world with you makes the challenges and the heartaches easier to bear and the joys that much more joyous. Let them know they make a difference!



Davie
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—John 3:17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.

Davie was about eight years older than I was. To an eleven-or twelve-year-old kid, this well-dressed, charismatic, handsome guy was someone to be admired. He was a bit of a wild one, but we all grinned at much of his wildness. He was something of a hero to most of the kids I hung around with.

Davie had always dabbled with booze, but I began to notice him being drunk more and more often, and he started getting into street fights. Soon, Maggie, his fiancée, dropped him. He went down like a stone. I saw less and less of him. The next time I saw him, a few years later, he was a chronic alcoholic. He had gone from one hospital to the next and then into a hospital for the mentally unstable.

Just yesterday, as I was driving down a busy main street in Belfast, an old man ran right out in front of me. He was clutching a bottle in a brown paper bag, and his hair was as white as snow. I didn’t hit him, but as he lurched away I looked into his face—it was Davie. Old too soon. And lost!

Not just lost in some narrow, religious sense—but lost to health, to self-respect, to Maggie, to his parents, to marriage, and to children. Gone were all of the possibilities of his manhood, lost were potential dreams, noble deeds, and noble thoughts. He was lost to friendship, lost to himself, and oh, sweet Lord, lost to you too. And somehow I feel responsible.

If you asked me how, I wouldn’t be able to tell you. But the feeling’s there. I feel a deep sense of personal loss, even though we were never personal friends. Is that why I feel responsible? Because we were never friends? Maybe all this is just foolishness, but somehow, I feel we’ve all suffered loss in the loss of Davie.

He must live in one of the multitude of hostels scattered throughout Belfast. I’m wondering if every now and then, he might sit alone in the dark, missing the Davie he once knew, wondering how he got into this shape, and wondering how in God’s name he’ll ever get out of it—or if he’ll get out of it.

With Prince Charles’ flight to Europe, thousands in Scotland saw their dream of self rule die, saw hopes smothered and glory missed. In the young prince’s failure, they saw their own, and one of their poets sadly wrote:

Sing me a song of a lad that is gone,
Say, could that lad be I? …
Give me again all that was there,
Give me the sun that shone!
Give me the eyes, give me the soul,
Give me the lad that’s gone …
Billow and breeze, islands and seas,
Mountains of rain and sun,
All that was good, all that was fair,
All that was me is gone.1

I miss Davie, somehow. And when I think of all the other Davies who hang around your corners and mine, I can’t completely rid myself of guilt feelings that I should be so blessed while others are so lost. I’m determined by the grace of God to do more than the little I’m doing to “justify” my having so much.

Ah, Davie, Davie.



A Card around His Neck
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—Mark 10:14 When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.”

Author C. S. Lewis confessed that he didn’t especially enjoy the company of little children. This is a bit surprising, but not to the discredit of that wonderful man. Francis Xavier, Catholic missionary and theologian, on the other hand, had a healthy obsession with children. He worked a minimum of sixteen hours a day, but more often he worked twenty. Once, when he was exhausted, he went to his tent to rest for an hour, telling those around him that he didn’t want to be disturbed no matter who asked for him. A few minutes later he rushed out of his tent and said, “I didn’t mean a child. If it’s a child, waken me immediately.”

Both Lewis and Xavier knew that children were too important to be neglected. Too important even to leave the raising of them exclusively to their parents. Once children begin to spend more time at school and play than they do in the presence of their parents, there is a special need for nonfamily members to look after them. Mold a child, and you mold the world; sin against a child, and you sin against the world.

There’s no change without ideas and truths, but ideas and truths come wrapped up in people. Relationships with people either redeem us or damn us, and it’s comforting to know that the world outside our homes, while it has its dangers, contains good people who care for children who aren’t their own.

Author L. A. Banks tells a lovely story of something that happened years ago on a journey across America. A pale, weepy little boy, riding on a train, is looking wistfully down the aisle where a mother and her laughing children are having something to eat. A man across from him notices his distress and asks him if he has nothing to eat. He says he has some food, but he isn’t hungry. “I’m just a bit lonely,” he admits. “There’s lots of them over there,” nodding at the happy clan, “and … they’ve got their mother.”

“And you’ve lost yours, have you?”

“Yes,” he says with quivering lip. And he is on his way to live with an uncle he’s never seen. A lady from a town some way back had made him some sandwiches and had hung a card around his neck. She told him to show it to the ladies on the train, but he hadn’t found the courage to do that yet. He tells the man he can read it if he wants to, and he pulls it around from inside his coat. It has his name and address on it, and below that it says, “Whosoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones, verily I say unto you, he shall in no wise lose his reward.”
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