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One of the more popular songs of the first half of this decade is called “Superman” by a performer known as Five For Fighting.  Five For Fighting, I learned, is actually not a group but a person, an individual by the name of John Ondrasik, who parlayed his degree in applied science and math from UCLA into a music career.  I suspect most of us have heard this song at some point, but let me play it for you from YouTube and ask you to do your best to listen to the lyrics:  “Superman” by Five For Fighting on YouTube (play first 1:40)
The line in that song that always caught my attention is this one: “Even heroes have the right to bleed.”  As I’ve mentioned before in this series, the TV show “Smallville” shows us what Superman was like before he donned his cape, before he fully developed all his superpowers.  Even in those early days, the young Clark Kent was largely impervious to pain.  Bullets couldn’t hurt him; knives couldn’t cut him.  But then Clark discovered that there is something that can cause him to become vulnerable to all the same hurts we mere mortals suffer – kryptonite.  Put Superman in contact with kryptonite, and suddenly he’s just a man in a silly red sheet.  Kryptonite doesn’t change Superman’s character; he’s still very much a hero who will do anything to help a person in need.  But now he’s a hero who bleeds. 
 Bleeding is something that I’ve always been good at.  What’s a bit unusual about this gift is that I often have no idea that I’m bleeding.  About once a month I’ll ask my wife what she no longer considers an odd question: “Honey, do you know how I cut myself?  Do you know why I’m bleeding?”  In one incident years ago when my kids were much younger I angrily asked, “Who in the world is bleeding all over the kitchen floor?”  I suppose a better parent would have viewed the blood as a reason to be concerned about the well-being of their kids, but I was far more concerned about the mess being made in our kitchen.  My wife finally pointed out that I had cut my foot and was bleeding all over our floor; I was the one making the mess.  At the time I didn’t know what to say to defend myself.  Now I can simply quote the song: “Even heroes have a right to bleed.”
In fact, from my perspective, a hero isn’t a hero unless bleeding is involved.  I mean, what’s so heroic about intervening in the life of another person if no risk is involved, if you know that you can’t get hurt?  What makes the fireman a hero is that he goes into the fire knowing he could get burned, or, in the case of 9/11, knowing that the building could collapse.  What makes the policeman a hero is that he jumps into the middle of the fight knowing he could get shot.  It is the fact that we are vulnerable to being hurt that makes our willingness to get involved in someone else’s plight heroic.
Or think about it this way – Is there anything in your life that you aren’t willing to do because you might get hurt?  Is there something you have wanted to try – whether it’s a new career or a new skill – but you just aren’t willing to risk the bruises and the indignity?  Or perhaps even harder, is there a person in your life that you aren’t willing to get close to because of the risk he or she might hurt you?  In fact, that’s really what many of us are most afraid of, isn’t it?  It isn’t so much the physical bruises we know we will encounter along the way that concern us; it’s not even the chance that we might lose a little blood – it’s the fear of being hurt by people we care about, the fear that they’ll laugh at us, that they will think less of us, that they will reject our overtures to them.  Our cuts and bruises will heal, but we aren’t so sure about our bleeding hearts.

Relational experts tell us there is one essential quality to the development of intimacy with another person – vulnerability.  According to the dictionary, to be vulnerable is to be willing to be wounded.  Think of how it has worked in the past for you in your close relationships.  To begin with you were pretty guarded.  You talked about interests you had in common, about the weather, about current events.  But to get close to that other person, there had to be more.  And gradually, as you began to trust that other person, you became more honest with them.  You pulled back the curtain covering your heart bit by bit and let that person see the real you.  You let them know what was really important to you, you let them see not just your strengths but your weaknesses, you let them see you when you were sad as well as when you were laughing.  You even let them see you fail.  And when you did that, you took a risk.  You took the risk that your friend would see who you really are, and would decide they didn’t like what they saw.  You took the risk your friend would laugh at you, or be turned off by you, or reject you.  And you took those risks because deep in your soul you believed it was worth the risk, and you knew that the only way you could experience the intimacy with that friend you wanted so much was to become vulnerable – to be willing to be wounded.

Christmas is the story of the God who became vulnerable.  It is the story of the God who knew he could only develop closeness and intimacy with us if he was willing to be wounded by and for us.  God knew that the only way he could have the kind of relationship with us that he desperately wanted was if he became one of us.  And so 2000 years ago, God took the plunge.  He took off his cape, turned his back on the safety of heaven, and descended into our very dangerous world.  

This week we celebrate the amazing truth that our Creator was willing to be wounded for us.  And as we give thanks to God for taking the risk of coming to this earth to become one of us, we also want to ask ourselves the question we should always ask when we read the Bible – “So what?”  I know – that can sound like such an irreverent question, like such a smart aleck sort of question.  But it isn’t.  It is a question God wants us to ask.  Because if we don’t answer that question for ourselves today, God will have become vulnerable for no reason. 


Because God Became Vulnerable, We Can Really Know Him

Like most people, I love heroic stories.  One of my favorites is a story I first read in college, a novel written in 1831 by French author Victor Hugo called “The Hunchback of Notre Dame.”  In fact, if I can be just a bit vulnerable with you for a moment, I have to tell you that I cried when I read the book, though I made sure my college roommates didn’t know it.  And I suppose it’s because the book touched me so deeply when I first read it that I was more eager than my kids were to see the Disney version of the story when it came out back in 1996.  And as I watched the movie and listened to the music, I found myself getting caught up in the story all over again.  

The central character of the story, of course, is Quasimodo.  Quasimodo is a hunchback; he is so misshapen, so different, that he is afraid to venture outside the walls of his home, the bell tower of the Cathedral of Notre Dame.  But in the course of the story it becomes painfully obvious that Quasimodo would love nothing more than to spend at least one day “out there,” to be able to come down out of the bell tower and spend one day close to the people of Paris.  All his life he has been alone.  He is, after all, a “half formed” man – which is what Quasimodo means.  Many would call him a monster.  And Quasimodo isn’t sure he is willing to be vulnerable, he isn’t sure he is willing to be wounded by these people he wants to get close to.  

You know the story.  You know that Quasimodo gathers up the courage to venture “out there,” and you know that the crowd sees Quasimodo just as he is – hunchback and all.  And you know that Quasimodo’s fears are justified – he is wounded.  He is scorned, laughed at, humiliated, embarrassed, and bruised.  But in the end, because he is vulnerable, because he is willing to be wounded, Quasimodo is loved for who he really is.  

For thousands of years God lived in a bell tower, separate from and above the people he created.  All we knew about God were the things that had been written about him.  We had seen what God could do, but we had never seen him.  We could know about God, but we couldn’t really know God, not as long as he stayed in the bell tower.  If we were ever going to really know God as a person and not just as a concept, God had to become vulnerable.  He had to come down from the bell tower and let us see him as he really is.  He had to take all the risks that come with being vulnerable and become one of us.  He had to be willing to be wounded – not just for us, but by us.

And that is exactly what God did on that first Christmas 2000 years ago.  God swung down from the bell tower and dropped down into our world so that we could see him eyeball to eyeball, up close and personal.  Here is how John describes it in his Gospel:  “No one has ever seen God, but Jesus – God the One and Only – who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.”  (John 1:18)  Because God became vulnerable, I can really know God – not just know about God, but really know God.

When our kids were elementary school age, Brenda and I would get sick every fall.  We would get the flu or a cold – actually, we tended to have one cold after another for a few months.  The reason we got sick wasn’t because we ate poorly or stopped taking our vitamins.  It’s because we had three Petri dishes at home that we called our children.  They went to school where they collected all the germs from every other household in the greater San Jose area, and then they brought them home to share with us.  Now there was a way we could have kept from getting sick, of course.  We could have lived in a bubble.  All five of us could have had our own little bubble, and we would never touch anything anyone else touched or breathe the same air as the others, and we would never touch each other.  But that is not an acceptable way to live, is it?  And so we chose to be vulnerable, we chose to expose ourselves to whatever germs our kids were carrying, we chose to hold their hands and wipe their noses and breathe their air and hug them as tight as we could, even if it meant we were vulnerable to getting the creeping crud.  And you did and do the same thing with your kids.
God knew it was risky to become one of us, that it was risky to breathe our air and to hold our hands.  He knew our hands and our hearts were covered with germs.  But he decided we were worth the risk, and he came to earth in the most vulnerable way he could – as a baby.  Think of it – God didn’t just become a human, he became a baby.  How can you be more vulnerable than that?  Sometimes I think babies have a pretty good life – no bills to pay, no telemarketers to deal with, no deadlines to meet.  You let out a little cry, and everyone comes running.  But there is no way I would ever change places with a baby.  I can’t imagine being that vulnerable.  There is no way for a baby to protect or defend himself; he is wholly at the mercy of those who care for him.  And that is how God chose to come into our world – as a baby, at our mercy, completely vulnerable.  

And because he did, we can know God the way he really is.  Because he did, we can know from personal experience what makes his heart beat fast, what makes him smile.  We can know God in a way Moses never could, in a way Joseph and Job and Jonah could only dream about.  Because God was willing to let down his guard and be willing to be wounded for me and by me, I can know from personal experience who God really is.  We can know what God is like underneath the cape. 

Because God Became Vulnerable, We Can Experience Real Healing
There is a second “so what” to the Christmas story.  First, because God became vulnerable and became one of us, we can really know him – we can experience the real God.  And second, because God became vulnerable, because he was willing to be wounded, we can experience real healing.

A number of years ago I was having some pain in my chest and down my arm that concerned me enough to go have it checked out.  After a few tests the doctors ruled out any heart problems, which was of course a relief.  When I asked the doctor what I should do next he gave me some advice I never expected to hear from a physician – he said I needed to see a chiropractor, because the pain I was having was most likely from a pinched nerve in my neck.  I didn’t feel comfortable with the first two chiropractors I visited, but then I found one close to our home that I really liked.  Over the months that he treated me we had many conversations about all sorts of things, but especially, as you might expect, about pain and medicine and the art of healing.  
Here was one of the most important things he taught me.  He said something like this: “Most of us focus on the wrong thing when we’re in pain.  We focus only on getting rid of the pain.  We focus on treating and alleviating what in fact is only a symptom.  What we should do is focus on diagnosing and treating the problem.”  And I couldn’t argue with the example he gave me, because the example he used was me.  He said, “So how long have you been having these pains?”  I said, “Oh, about six months or so.”  “And what have you done about the pain?” he asked.  What do you think my answer was?  “I took painkillers.”  I mean, that’s what we all do, isn’t it?  If you have pain, you take a painkiller.  I took aspirin to kill my pain.  Some people use alcohol or drugs to kill theirs.  Others using shopping, of all things – retail therapy, we call it.  Others withdraw from whatever or whoever is causing them pain; they try to run from the pain.  But ultimately taking painkillers, whatever they might be, doesn’t work.  As my chiropractor pointed out, my painkillers were only treating the symptom.  I wasn’t doing anything to treat what was causing my pain.  What I needed was someone who could treat the cause of my pain, because without treatment the pain just kept coming back as soon as the painkiller wore off.  I didn’t need someone to give me more painkillers; I needed someone who could offer real healing.

And that’s what we all need.  We need someone who can offer us more than pain killers.  We need someone who can do more for us than to treat our symptoms.  We need someone who can provide real healing from all the diseases that infect our bodies, our hearts, and our souls.
And that, the Bible tells us, is what we are able to experience because God became one of us.  We can experience real healing because God was willing to be wounded for and by us.

Let me show you from the Bible what is one of the very first hymns of the church.  It is found in the letter from Paul to the church at Philippi.  Here is how the hymn goes:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus,

Who, being in very nature God

  did not consider equality with God something to be grasped.

But made himself nothing,

  taking the very nature of a servant,

  being made in human likeness.

And being found in appearance as a man,

  he humbled himself

  and became obedient to death – 
  even death on a cross!

Philippians 2:5-9
Did you notice how that hymn describes Jesus’ vulnerability?  It tells us that Jesus did not hang on to his rights as God.  The picture painted by the original Greek words is the picture of a trapeze artist grasping onto the bar that keeps him high above the ground.  But Jesus did not grasp onto that bar.  He willingly let it go and came plummeting to earth.  He let go of his rights and privileges as God, he let go of his superpowers, and came to earth as a human being.  And he came not just to be one of us, but to be our servant.  He became so vulnerable, in fact, that he allowed us to kill him, to nail him to a cross.  And when the nails pierced his hands and his feet and his side, it was real blood that came pouring out of his body.  Even heroes have a right to bleed, even a hero called the Messiah.
But the good news is that it was because of that blood that we can experience real healing.  Because of that blood all our brokenness can be healed – our broken hearts, our broken relationships, even our broken bodies.  Because of that blood our sin can be forgiven and our guilt erased.  Because of that blood we who had given up can dare to hope again, we can dare to dream of a better future and a better forever.  Because of that blood death no longer has the last word.

In a letter called 1 Peter we read this amazing verse:  “Christ himself carried our sins in his body to the cross, so that we might die to sin and live for righteousness.  It is by his wounds that you have been healed.”  (1 Peter 2:24)  Did you catch that?  Did you notice how we experience real healing – by his wounds.  What if Jesus had been unwilling to become vulnerable, if he had been unwilling to be wounded?  If Jesus had been unwilling to be wounded, our wounds would never be healed.  If Jesus had been unwilling to be wounded, there would have been no way to stop our bleeding.  There would have been no healing of our guilt, no healing of our anxiety, no healing of our hatred and bitterness, no healing of our hopelessness and grief.  If Jesus had been unwilling to be wounded, death would be the final word, the last chapter to an unmitigated tragedy.  

But the good news of Christmas is that our God was willing to be wounded.  Our God became vulnerable.  He was willing to become one of us, even if it meant being exposed to our germs and our sickness and our hatred and our violence, because he knew it was the only way we could ever be really healed.

So now let me ask you a very personal question.  You must know that to answer this question will leave you vulnerable.  To answer this question will require you to be brutally honest with yourself, and perhaps more frightening, with God.  What in your life needs healing today?  God wants you to experience real healing.  He isn’t interested in just alleviating the symptoms.  He wants to go right to the heart of the problem and make it right.  But he can only heal you – really heal you – if you are willing to open up to him and become as vulnerable with God as God became with us.  God needs you to open yourself up to him and say, “God, here’s the deal.  This is who I am, this is what I’ve done, and this is what I need.  I’m not going to hide anything from you anymore, God.  I am going to be real with you.  I’m going to let you into every part of my life, even those parts I’ve kept hidden from everybody else.  Here I am – the real me.  And God, I desperately need the real you.  I need your mercy and your grace and your forgiveness and your energy and your strength.  And I need you to really heal me, in a way no medicine, no therapist, no doctor, no chiropractor ever could.”  

This last July the Catholic Church announced that in 2009 they will canonize the man who is referred to as Father Damien of Molokai.  Many of you have likely heard his story at some time in your lives.  Damien was a Catholic priest who in the 1860s left Europe to be a missionary to Hawaii.  I know – it sounds like a pretty good assignment, doesn’t it?  But as it happened Hawaii was suffering through a severe public health crisis at the time, and one of the ways the government dealt with the problem was to quarantine those with the most serious illness – leprosy – on the island of Molokai.  When Damien heard about the plight of the lepers on Molokai he went to his superior and asked, “Who is their priest?”  The superior said it was too risky to send a priest to Molokai.  When Damien asked to be their priest, his superior refused his request.  But Damien would not be refused, and after a few years his persistence paid off.  In 1873, Damien was dropped off on Molokai to be the resident priest of a group of people who had been sentenced to live and to die out of sight of the rest of humanity.
It took awhile for Damien to win the trust of the people he had come to serve.  He was, after all, an outsider.  They were sick, and he was healthy.  But Damien impressed them with his vulnerability.  They noticed that he seemed to take no precautions from their disease.  He put the communion wafers directly on their tongues.  He hugged them.  He ate with them.  He dressed their ulcers, he built them homes, he dug graves, and he buried their dead.

And then, at Christmas in 1884, Father Damien made a discovery while soaking his feet in hot water.  He couldn’t feel the heat.  He couldn’t feel anything in his feet, because Father Damien was a leper – even heroes have the right to bleed.  And from that time on, the 900 lepers of the island of Molokai fully embraced their priest.  He was one of them, infected with their same disease.  He no longer had the option of leaving the island, not for treatment, not for vacation, not to see his family, not to get supplies.  And though Father Damien died in 1889 at the age of 49 from leprosy, his ministry on that island changed the eternal destinies of thousands of people who would otherwise have been largely forgotten.

 It was at that first Christmas that our God, in the person of Jesus, journeyed to this island we call planet Earth to become one of us, to fully enter into this risky thing we call life.  He exposed himself to our every disease, and 33 years later the disease of our sinfulness resulted in his death on a cross.  And it was because of his willingness to be wounded for us and by us that we are able to experience real healing, the healing of our wounded souls.  “It is by his wounds that you have been healed,” the Bible says.  So what in you needs healing today?  Let’s take our wounds to our heavenly hero, Jesus the Christ, and invite him to not just alleviate our symptoms, but to heal our wounds through his own.
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