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2nd Sunday of Easter ~ Series A ~ April 3, 2005

A Bug, a Lab, Terri, and the Cross

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

It crawled across the table and jumped up on my shoulder, taking a sharp nip in the process.  I slapped it hard, smashing it to pieces, releasing the nauseating smell that only a Japanese beetle can make.  
So why this cruelty?  Why this blatant destruction of one of God’s defenseless creatures?  Why didn’t I capture the bug, give it a name, set up some boundaries by building a little beetle pen, and submit it to a rigorous training regimen so that it would come when I called or roll over or not jump on me or visitors?  In short, why didn’t I housebreak the Japanese beetle?  

The answer is simple.  I don’t love Japanese beetles!  I don’t care where they go as long as they stay out of my way.  I have no desire to spend my time and energy teaching a bug manners or to scratch on the door when it needs to go out.


Daunte, however, is another matter.  Daunte is my black lab/chocolate lab cross.  I do love Daunte.  I chose him to be my very own dog.  I named him.  I’ve put up houses for him so he can enjoy the great outdoors.  I bring him water in a big enough tub that he can take a refreshing dip in it whenever the temperature climbs above 35 degrees.  I’ve taught him to stay off the road and I’ve put him on a chain so he won’t get hurt or start running with less respectable dogs.  I’ve trained him to come when I call, walk where I want him to walk, fetch what I want him to fetch, and not to jump up on people. (Well, I’m still working on that one.)


Not all of this training has been pleasant.  Just ask Daunte.  A slap on the rump here, a splash of water in the face there, a yank of the choke collar, a loud scolding—all necessary to get him to do what I want him to do.  That, after all, is the ultimate aim.  I do not train Daunte to make him happy, but to keep him safe.  I train him so he will follow my directions.  

I have noticed however, that this does end up making him happy.  Tail wagging and canine pride are at its peak when Daunte has accomplished something that pleases me!  How does this relate to our text?  Well, in our text St. Peter tells us how discipline and suffering and love go together:  
“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  In His great mercy He has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.  In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.  These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.  Though you have not seen Him, you love Him; and even though you do not see Him now, you believe in Him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Peter 1:3-9).


So let’s get right to the heart of the matter: “Why do the people of a loving God suffer?”  It is because we are “Daunte’s” not “Japanese beetles.”  We have not climbed our way into God’s domain to stake out a claim as if we had a right to all His blessings.  He has chosen us to be His very own and He loves us.  His creating hands shaped us in our mother’s womb.  His nail-pierced hands redeemed us from sin’s curse.  In baptism, He gives us His name.  We are very special creatures!


But as God’s special, chosen people, His primary will is not for us to be happy.  His ultimate will is that we’ll be with Him in heaven someday and that on our way there we’ll grow to be all He intends us to be.  Then we’ll be truly happy!  

When Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life and have it abundantly,” He wasn’t just talking about eternal life but also life here and now.  

Here is where suffering comes in.  It’s precisely because we are His special, loved people that God sends and uses suffering as He sets up boundaries and shapes us into what He wants us to be.  These sufferings refine, purify, and temper our faith, thus preparing us to receive our eternal inheritance on the Last Day.  


The author of Hebrews makes this same point in chapter 12, verses 5-10: “My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when He rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those He loves, and He punishes everyone He accepts as a son.  Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons… Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it… Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in His holiness.”  


There it is in God’s own inspired handwriting.  He wants us to be disciplined.  He wants us to share in His holiness and righteousness.  He wants our faith to be refined and proven genuine.  He wants us to become His sons, the recipients of His eternal inheritance.  That is His ultimate goal for His “Daunte’s.”  That’s why He allows us or our loved ones to suffer from time to time.

“Japanese beetles” are on their own.  They are not disciplined.  Oh, they may suffer.  But most often, however, it seems they do not, much to our dismay.  They have a free rein creeping and crawling around unaware that their ultimate end is destruction under the avenging hand of God.  

Meanwhile, those chosen by God are being trained according to His good and gracious purpose.  As the author of Hebrews reminds us: “No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it” (12:11).

This is why the Bible speaks of suffering in a way that our present world cannot understand.  It talks of God’s presence and His voice speaking in times of suffering (Job 36:15).  There is hope in suffering (Psalm 42:10-11).  God’s promises are our comfort in suffering (Psalm 119:50).  In fact, for God’s chosen people, good comes from suffering, including the greatest good from the greatest suffering, the suffering of His own Son (1 Peter 1:6-9).

With suffering being used by a loving God to train His people toward holiness, how dare we interrupt the training session and call it compassion!  It is saying that we would rather be treated like “Japanese beetles.”

Certainly medical science has given us many tools to use to ease the pain of suffering.  We don’t have to kill the patient or hasten her death to accomplish that.  But to say a person is better off dead is an arrogant assumption that there either is no God or He doesn’t know what He’s doing.  

Which brings us to Terri Schiavo, the young woman in Florida whose very life has been the center of much legal wrangling among all three branches of state and federal government the last few weeks.  

Now I don’t presume to know the mind of God to know why Terri Schiavo was allowed to suffer the disability she endured for so many years.  I have to remember that God’s thoughts are not my thoughts and must trust that His ways are higher than my ways (Isaiah 55:8).  But I simply deplore what happened to Terri, especially since the judge ordered her to be disconnected from her only source of food and water.  I think it’s a most grievous sin that no one was allowed to even try to feed her by hand.  Something’s gone terribly amiss when a ten-year-old boy can get arrested simply because he has tried to give a thirsty woman a drink of water.  Or when a judge can deny a dying woman Holy Communion because that would be giving her nutrition.  

I feel terrible for Terri’s family who had to watch her slowly die over the last two weeks.  I’m appalled that the culture of death has so influenced the people of our country and our legal system that so many people are just willing to accept, or are even actively seeking the killing of someone simply because she is suffering.  Convicted mass murderers have more rights to appeals in our legal system before being put to death than this innocent woman has been granted.  

But despite all this, I can already see at least one positive way Terri’s suffering is being used by God for His purposes.  It’s created a whole lot of interest and discussion on suffering and right-to-life and end-of-life issues. 

In the wake of the Terri Schiavo case, the national headquarters for Lutherans For Life has received many calls from pastors who are a bit shocked to find that so many of their own people seemed to be in favor of the removal of Terri’s feeding tube, which, by the way, was not as some have reported, a form of artificial life support, but a necessary supply of food and nutrition.  

I’m sure that some of this came from misinformation and confusion over the facts.  Some of this came from a genuine desire to be compassionate and to bring an end to what they perceived as Terri’s suffering.

But compassion means to “suffer with” not to kill those who we think are suffering.  To kill those who are suffering, even for the most compassionate of reasons, is an insult to our God and Savior Jesus Christ.  To say things like, “Well, I wouldn’t want to live like that.” or “What kind of life is that?” denies that our value comes from what God has done for us and not from what we are able to do.  Such thinking denies that God is powerful enough and wise enough to give meaning and purpose to every life regardless of mental or physical condition.  Who do we think we are to say that Terri Schiavo is “better off dead”?

You won’t read this in the newspaper or hear it put this way on the radio or television, but the simple truth is Terri Schiavo was killed because she has a disability.  (Pause)  Some will bristle at this assertion because they did not see Terri as disabled.  But is there a fundamental difference between not being able to use portions of your brain and not being able to use your arms?  What an insult this is to people with head injuries or mental retardation!

People justify such thinking by saying, “I wouldn’t want to live like that.”  Well, of course not.  No one would want to live like that if they had a choice.  But living like that—unable to use your arms or unable to use all of your brain—does not diminish your value as a human being.  “Living like that” should not condemn anyone to a death sentence.  Would those who have supported the decision not to feed Terri Schiavo support a decision by a couple to stop feeding their disabled daughter who couldn’t use her arms because they didn’t want her to live like that?  Or what if a judge ordered parents to stop feeding their child because he had Down’s syndrome and would never have a certain quality life?    

Through the prophet Isaiah, God asks us, “Do you question me about my children, or give me orders about the work of my hands?” (45:11).  God does not need our advice as to what gives value and purpose to a particular life.  He gives value to every life because every life is the work of His hands (Psalm 139:13-14).  He gives value to every life because every life is someone for whom Jesus died (1 Corinthians 6:20).  God is the author of life.  God gives life meaning and purpose.  God determines when His meaning and purpose for a particular life is complete.

Christians, who stand under the cross on Good Friday and rejoice at the empty tomb on Easter Sunday, should know better than to question whether or not God can work in and through suffering.  The darkest suffering of all time—Jesus, suffering for humanity’s sins on the cross—brought about the brightest good of all time—humanity, redeemed from sin and eternal life to all who believe.  To deny the power of God to bring meaning and purpose to any life is to deny the power of the cross and the empty tomb and Holy Baptism.

Just as God was hiding in the darkness of Good Friday waiting to reveal His glory, just as He was hiding in the life of the man born blind so that the “work of God might be displayed” (John 9:3), so He hides in the darkness of people’s lives today waiting to reveal how He might be glorified in it all.  God is “hiding” in the life (perhaps even in the death) of Terri Schiavo and in the lives of those like her who have severe disabilities, waiting to be praised and glorified.  

We do not glorify the Lord of Life by killing such as these, even in the name of “alleviating their suffering.”  We glorify Him by caring for and serving such as these.  We glorify God by speaking up on their behalf and doing whatever we can to protect them.  For whatever we do to these, the least of our brothers and sisters, we are doing for Jesus Himself (Matthew 25:40).

 The blessings of suffering I have witnessed even in my short time of parish ministry are innumerable.  Such blessings have come not only to the person suffering but also to those family members, friends, and caregivers who were part of the process.  Sins confessed, sins forgiven, old wounds healed, new bonds established, priorities reestablished, love strengthened, faith renewed, God’s grace acknowledged—all these and so much more form a litany of blessings that God can use for His eternal purpose and for the ultimate good of His people.  

Those who, in the name of compassion and caring, would rip such pages of suffering from our lives must think of their fellow human beings as nothing more than “Japanese beetles,” undeserving of any attempts at preservation, restoration, or rehabilitation.       

Thank God, He places a much higher value on each of us.  He loved us so much He gave up His only Son into suffering and death, that we might have eternal life.  He loves us enough to allow us to endure suffering so that our faith—of greater worth than gold—may be refined and proved genuine.  He loves us enough to continue to tell us in the midst of our most difficult circumstances and decisions, even our wrong choices and unloving attitudes: “You are forgiven of all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
