ARM YOURSELVES WITH.....

I Peter 4: 1-6

 1Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, so that he who has suffered in his body may be done with sin. 2As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God. 3For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do—living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry. 4They think it strange that you do not plunge with them into the same flood of dissipation, and they heap abuse on you. 5But they will have to give account to him who is ready to judge the living and the dead. 6For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those who are now dead, so that they might be judged according to men in regard to the body, but live according to God in regard to the spirit. 


So, let me tell you about Rosie (not her real name), who, when I knew her, was 102 years old. She couldn't often come to church, so we would try occasionally to bring church to her, in her little apartment at a nursing home in Central Kansas. At 102, her body was frail, bent and a little slow, but her mind was as quick and as sharp as ever. On her coffee table was a cushion of sorts with long pins sticking out of it. On the end of each of those pins  were portraits, individually or of family groups, of her descendants by birth or by marrying in to her family. When you counted up all the children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren and all their spouses, plus the great-great grandchildren, some with spouses, and one great-great-great grandchild, you had well over one hundred people pictured on the ends of all those pins. 


This whole tribe of descendants was a source of great pride and joy to Rosie. But it was also a source of some pain and suffering. Included among those pictures of her descendants were the faces of those whose funerals she had attended. What loss is more painful than that? Among the civic leaders and college professors and pastors and missionaries and nurses and doctors and business entrepreneurs and teachers and farmers and others among her descendants who had contributed so much to the world and to the church were also a few whose lives had been greatly cramped with issues of physical and mental health, relational breakdowns, drug problems, and some criminal records. And what brought tears to Rosie's eyes one day was the fact that the youngest and newest addition to that coffee table display, her great-great-great grandchild, was born out of wedlock. 


“What did I do wrong?” Rosie asked.


There is so much joy to be had in such a tribe of people, in such a web of relationships. Rosie had every right to take some joy from this tribe of people who could call her mother, grandma, great-grandma, and so on. But the flip side of that joy is that you also have to share their sorrows and pain.  Every life has its own blows and burdens. But having a network like that around you means you're affected by so many other people's burdens, too, as well having more people around you to help ease them.


But when Rosie asked, “What did I do wrong?” I sensed that she had gone beyond sharing the burdens of so great an extended family, and had gone on to feel as though she were responsible for all the choices they made, even guilty of their bad ones. All one hundred plus of them. So I asked her, “Are you feeling some shame over that?


Yes.


Ow. That's got to hurt. So I asked, “But haven't you lived your life as a disciple of Jesus, and sought forgiveness and help whenever you fell short?”


Again, yes.


“And didn't you try your best to teach and to model a Christlike life for all your children and your descendants, and then acknowledge it and ask forgiveness whenever you fell short?”


Yes, again.


“Then the halls of heaven will ring for joy when you enter, with the words, 'Well done, good and faithful servant,' because you have done everything that was within your power and responsibility to do, beginning with yourself. And that's all that anyone can do.”


I hope that helped.


Then I thought about everything Rosie had seen and endured in her 102 years. She might have just been married when World War I broke out, which was followed by waves of anti-German hysteria in America. Mennonite immigrants in the Midwest bore the brunt of that hatred and hysteria, not only because they were German, but because they didn't join the war effort. Her first children might have been vulnerable to the great influenza epidemic of 1918. They would have been trying to run a farm during the Dust Bowl and the Depression of the “Dirty Thirties.” More anti-German and anti-pacifist sentiment followed during World War II. It didn't help that her last name was Goering, like Hermann Goering of German Air Force fame. Then more drought and dust during “the Filthy Fifties” and more anti-pacifist hysteria during the Korean War and the McCarthy era. So that inspired me to ask her, “And wasn't it often hard all those years to live like a disciple and bear the name of Jesus?”


Again, Yes.


And it wasn't getting much easier for her. At 102, she had already spent half her long life dealing with a growing number of steadily growing aches and pains as her bent back and her arthritic hands could attest. She had long before given up her beloved quilting to arthritis. None of these pains and sufferings that I have already recounted could Rosie have avoided. She didn't start World War I or the Great Influenza Epidemic. So why add to those unavoidable sufferings the extra and endless suffering of shame or guilt over other people's choices, over which she had no control or choice or responsibility, as though they were her own? 


“Besides,” I added, “whatever we might think about how your great-great-great grandchild got here, you have every right and reason to celebrate a fifth generation of descendants to love, and to celebrate being here to see it.”


I was trying to do what counselors and coaches call “re-framing” with Rosie. I first ran across that word “re-framing” when I had the privilege of hanging out with some recovering drug addicts and alcoholics at a Salvation Army rehab center. I wasn't one of them, but I found their company inspiring and educational, and I still do. At a graduation ceremony I heard more than one person say, “Thanks for teaching me how to re-frame my problems,” or “I'll try to keep remembering to re-frame my struggles.” 


So I asked around: “What does 're-framing' mean?” “Re-framing” means you stop the old lying messages that you, the world and the devil keep giving you and you re-interpret your situation along more truthful and realistic lines. Such as when a problem drinker gets mad at someone and thinks, out of long habit, “Everybody's against me; only the bottle offers any comfort.” Or you could re-frame that and say, “No, I should look at myself first, see what my part is in this conflict, and reaching for the bottle will only be like adding gasoline to the fire.”


 In Rosie's case, it was a matter of re-framing the statement, “I am so ashamed of what my great-great-granddaughter did; it must reflect so badly upon me,” to “I am only responsible for myself, and to love everyone whom God brings to me to love, however they got here.” , 


I hope that effort at re-framing helped. 


The point of Rosie's story is to say that there are different kinds of sufferings. And that there are different ways of looking at our sufferings, some helpful, some not. There are the sufferings over which we have no choice. They simply come with being imperfect humans in an imperfect world. When a perfect God created this world, he declared it “Good!” But nowhere in either the Bible or in our experience do we get any reason to believe that God created the world perfect, certainly not in the way that God is perfect. If he had, then the One Supreme God would effectively have created another One Supreme God. A monstrous thought. Sheer nonsense too.


In addition, God created us with some degree of freedom. Not total freedom, but enough for which we are responsible. And it seems that God created the universe to have some degree of freedom, which should only make us marvel even more over God's power to accomplish his purposes. But these are some of the ways and reasons for which some sufferings exist.


I don't say that to justify or rationalize all the suffering that is in the world. For what is going on in Darfur or Iraq there is no excuse or justification. Just again to say that there are sufferings over which we personally have no responsibility or power to avoid, just to address them and do our best to stop them. Some other kinds of suffering we can foresee, avoid and stop, even before they happen. Before we put the pedal to the medal and start playing Mario Andretti down Lake Street at ninety miles an hour, running all the red lights—or at least trying to-- let's stop and think about all the suffering we can prevent by driving according to the law. 


And if anyone should ever come to me to say that they are in any kind of abusive relationship at home or at work that threatens their sanity or even their safety, I for one am not going to tell anyone that they just have to stay there and take their lumps. We are not responsible for anyone else's behavior toward us. There's nothing valuable about taking on suffering we have every right to avoid, and every means.


One big task of growing up is figuring out what is our responsibility and what is not; what sufferings and labors are ours and not, which ones we can avoid and should avoid, and doing the best with the ones which we cannot avoid. There's no sense in going around looking for suffering. It will find us. Peter's words today are about those sufferings which we cannot avoid, as disciples of Jesus. These are, furthermore, sufferings for which we should not take any shame or guilt or blame. Just responsibility. The responsibility, that is, to determine how we're going to interpret them, or re-frame them, and to determine how we are to respond to them. 


Peter is addressing people who know the sufferings of being rejected, shamed and humiliated for their faith in Christ. Some of them are probably household servants and slaves who serve un-Christian, or even anti-Christian, masters. Some of them, as I have said in weeks past, may be laborers and craftsmen and merchants who are faced with tough choices about their careers. What if the only way I can be a bricklayer or a cloth merchant in this town is if I join the local guild, or stay in it, worship its patron gods, do its idolatrous rites that involve the debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies and carousing that Peter names in verse 3? These weren't only things that people might do in their homes on Friday nights. They were sometimes the kinds of things that would go on in the temples and guild halls any day of the week. As Peter says in verse 4, if you don't join them in these things, the reactions can be quite harsh and unsympathetic. 


And what do I do when my neighbors are asking each other why my family and I do not join them at the local imperial shrine to burn incense and offer prayers to the graven image of the emperor? How do I answer their suspicions that because I don't do that, I am therefore unpatriotic and pro-Persian? There's a risk of suffering in all these questions, and you could avoid it by selling out and going along with the crowd. But not if you want to be a disciple of Jesus, and to stay a disciple of Jesus.


For this kind of suffering, the kind that you can't avoid, even if you're not to blame for anything, especially if you're not to blame, the innocent kind like what Jesus took to the cross, Peter says, “Arm yourself.” Literally, in Greek, the word is comparable to “Weaponize yourself,” because its a verb formed from the Greek noun for “weapon.” 


Peter should know something about arms, weapons and “weaponizing” ourselves. On the night that Jesus was arrested, Peter was the one who was armed, drew his sword, charged the mob that was coming to arrest Jesus, and swung it at the servant of the high priest, cutting off his ear. If there was ever any cause worth swinging a sword at the head of a fellow human being, surely the Promised Messiah, his Lord and friend, whom he had just promised to defend to the point of dying with him, qualified as that most just and noble of causes, doesn't it? Surely a cause more worthy of someone's life than that of any worldly nation or ideology or economy, wouldn't you think? If its not right to kill for Christ's sake, then what cause is worthy of swinging a sword?


But no, Jesus says, “Put your sword back in its sheath, Peter,” Jesus says, “for whoever would live by the sword shall die by the sword....And do you not know that I could call twelve legions of angels” to my side, to do far better than you ever could in my defense? Instead, Jesus kneels to heal the ear of his wounded, would-be enemy, thereby sealing his own capture. And thus disarming everyone who would follow him. For every other cause pales in comparison to Christ. 


Peter goes through a crisis of re-framing. What? No sword?  How am I to fight? What's a friend of Jesus to do? From that high moment of heroism Peter descends to three craven, cowardly denials of Jesus before another of the high priest's servants, an errand girl. From armed courage to fearful silence, from striking out to selling out, neither of which work, what's a friend of Jesus to do?


So Peter, the reckless sword-swinger with a bad aim, says to his disciples, when suffering for the name of Jesus approaches you as it did me on that terrible night, then “Arm yourselves.” Arm yourselves with what? Obviously not a sword, or any other lethal weapon. Arm yourself, he says, with this attitude, the attitude expressed just a few verses earlier, in chapter 3, verse 17: that if you're going to suffer, if, in spite of your innocence and virtue, or if, because of your innocence and virtue, suffering has searched you out and found you when you did not go looking for it, and it seems like the only alternatives to suffering are either the sins of striking out or selling out, then accept that it is better to hold out and to suffer the consequences for doing good than to suffer the consequences of doing evil. And resolve to do so. This is the third way, the way of Jesus, between between striking out or selling out, that Jesus modeled on the cross: the willingness to witness by taking the consequences of our witness.


In that way, with that kind of suffering, Peter says, you will be done with sin. For he who has suffered in the body, Peter says, has finished with sin. 


How's that again? How can suffering put an end to sinning when we know through experience that suffering actually drops us into a soup pot of temptations and cranks up the heat? Such as the temptation to deny God, like when Job's wife told him, in the midst of all his sufferings, to “curse God and die?” Such as the temptation to hate others? Or to hate oneself?


But Peter doesn't say that suffering puts us beyond the reach of temptation. Suffering and temptation go together. He says, “Arm yourself with the willingness even to suffer for Christ, to suffer for God, goodness and the gospel, so that you may be done with sin.  Some of your translations may read, “because the person who suffers is done with sin,” but I prefer the translations that read, “so that the person who suffers may be done with sin.” Done, that is, with either the sin of striking out or of selling out. It seems more true to both the grammar and to experience.

Its not particularly fun on any given Sunday to preach and teach about suffering. But its hard not to talk about suffering when preaching and teaching through Peter's first letter, because Peter is addressing Christians who are suffering for their faith, and who will suffer some more if they are to resist the temptations to strike out or sell out in a hostile, resistant world.  


And leave the judgment of your persecutors to God, Peter adds. For death will not rob them of their judgment, nor will it rob the patient disciple of her rewards. That's how I understand those words in verse 6, about Jesus  “preaching to those now dead.” Not that he necessarily went to preach to the dead, but that those to whom he preached may now be dead, that much time has passed. But death will prove no escape either from judgment for the persecutors, or from vindication for the persecuted.


In effect, Peter is doing some “re-framing” for his disciples about their sufferings, especially their suffering for their faith and values. If you remember the very verses with which Peter's letter begins, with which I began this preaching series, which have served as our preaching and teaching theme for the year, and with which this service of worship began, you'll remember that these words in chapter 1: 3 are quite positive and uplifting: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who, in his great mercy, has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.”


That new birth, and that new hope, constitute the frame by which we must understand everything else that Peter says in this letter. Mercy, hope, new birth and resurrection, are the truths and realities into which everything else must be re-framed. So if we should ever suffer for our faith, with the only ways out either being to strike out, to sell out, or to hold out with loving patience, don't think of  our suffering in the way that the world frames it, as a curse or a failure on our part. The big picture is that we are invited and included into a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. The resurrection re-frames everything else in life, including suffering. In that frame of thought, therefore, Peter is saying that these sufferings are nothing short of the birth pains of a new world, a resurrection like that of Jesus' resurrection from the dead. This new world is coming through our sacrifices and sufferings for the cause of Christ.


Like those of my friends at the Salvation Army rehab center. Its hard, painful work getting clean of drug and alcohol abuse. Some of them went through days and nights of panic, sweating and nausea, under medically-supervised withdrawal. Then there was the painful work of learning how to live and think in new ways, without chemicals as a crutch, and to work through relationships that got strained through living together during some of their worst times. Fights would sometimes break out. 


Make it through the program and you have other costly choices to make. One guy whose case I followed said, “I can't go back out on the streets of Minneapolis; my former friends are waiting for me out there, ready to rope me back into using, selling and stealing.” So he made the difficult choice to leave town, move in with his parents and live in their basement until he could get a room to share and a job at the entry level of the economy, even though he had once been pulling down big bucks as a drug pusher. Withdrawal for his body, re-framing for his mind, and re-starting his life in poverty and a new community: these were the labor pains of his new birth into a living hope. Last I heard, though, he was still saying they were worth it.


He has something in common then with Rosie. They're both fighters. We all are. Because even if we don't go around looking for fights and problems and suffering, some of them will find us. Some of those we can fix or prevent, maybe by going to the doctor, or by taking ourselves out of something that is not our responsibility. But some of them we can't, especially not as disciples of Jesus. The big question then is how we view them, and how we fight them, not if we fight them.  


Because Peter learned the hard way how not to arm himself, with a sword, he can truthfully tell us that a God-given, Holy Spirit-inspired attitude is our most potent weapon in fights like those I've preached about this morning. It was the same attitude with which Christ faced the cross of Calvary: I will not sell out; I will not strike out, I will hold out through this suffering, in love, until God gives the last word. Believe him, it will be a word of “living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” 
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