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      June 29, 2003

“What I Love About Jesus”

(*Jesus Cares About People*)

In his book, What’s So Amazing About Grace, Philip Yancey tells the story of, 

A prostitute in inner city Chicago who was sick, homeless, and unable to buy food for her 2-year old daughter. When she was asked if she had ever thought of going to a church for help, she replied with great astonishment: “Church! Why would I ever go there? They’d just make me feel even worse that I already do!” Unfortunately, that is the perception many people have about churches today.

And yet, as I have been reading through the gospels, I have been struck by the fact that 2000 years ago women much like this prostitute fled toward Jesus, not away from him. It seems as though prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers, and other people who were looked down upon in society felt comfortable being with Jesus because they knew He cared about them as individuals regardless of their social status. I think this is one of the things I love most about Jesus. He cares about people—all kinds of people.

This morning I would like to draw your attention to four examples that reveal how much Jesus cares about people.

1. Jesus Cares More About People Than He Cares About Social Customs.

In the 1st century, leprosy was a feared disease because it was highly contagious and incurable. Lepers had to live outside the city walls in isolation and yell “Unclean! Unclean!” wherever they went. Certainly no one would ever touch a leper for fear of contracting his or her disease. Yet in Luke 5, we read that “Jesus reached out his hand and touched a man who was covered with leprosy, and immediately the leprosy left him.” People were amazed that Jesus touched a leper and healed him. Multitudes came to him for his healing touch. 

The impact leprosy had on society in biblical times is similar to that of other diseases today, such as AIDS. Because AIDS has no known cure at present, the fear of AIDS has caused some people to treat those afflicted with the disease, as outcasts, and even with outright violence. But simply because some people today avoid those with AIDS does not mean that we should avoid them. I know a number of people who are presently working with AIDS patients in practical ways. 

Simply because some avoid spending time with people with different diseases or with different backgrounds, religions or different political parties, does not mean that we should.

A few years ago, a number of Christian leaders were invited for a meeting at the White House. While there, Hilary Clinton told them of an experience she had. 

Apparently, Susan Baker, a Republican and wife of former Secretary of State James Baker, invited Mrs. Clinton to meet with her bipartisan Bible Study. The First Lady admitted she felt skeptical about visiting with a group of women who described themselves as conservative and liberal, Republican & Democrat, but all committed to Jesus. She went with her guard up, ready to defend her positions and absorb some verbal blows.

The meeting began, however, with one of the women saying, “Mrs. Clinton, all of us in this room have agreed to pray for you faithfully. We want to apologize for the way you’ve been treated by some people, including some Christians. Will you forgive us?”

Hilary Clinton told these Christian leaders that she had come prepared for anything that morning except an apology. All her suspicion melted away. Later, at the National Prayer Breakfast she enumerated the blessings she had received from the group. She asked if they could start a similar group for young people her daughter’s age. (Isn’t that a great story?) 

Jesus cares more about people than He cares about their political party, economic standards, or their social customs. 
2. Jesus Cares More About People Than He Cares About His Reputation.
In addition to avoiding lepers, most people in Jesus’ day despised tax collectors and viewed them as traitors serving the Roman Empire. The word tax collector became synonymous with robber. Most of them overcharged and became very rich. 

It was obviously a great shock when Jesus chose to invite a tax collector, Levi, to follow Him. It was also a shock when Levi got up, left everything and followed Jesus. What happens next is recovered in Luke 5:29-32. 

“Then Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with them. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who belonged to their sect complained to his disciples, ‘Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?’ [I love Jesus’ response] He said, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.’” (Luke 5:29-32)
“It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.” In reality, we’re all spiritually sick and we will all need a doctor, but we must recognize ourselves as being sick before we call out to the great physician and be healed spiritually. Levi did this, but the Pharisees viewed themselves as righteous and spent their time pointing at the failings of others, including Jesus, for spending time with tax collectors and sinners. Jesus cares more about people than He cares about His reputation and being popular with the religious elite.

Sometimes caring about others may cause you to be unpopular with certain segments of the Christian community.

Billy Graham received a lot of flack from some conservative Christians for meeting with President Clinton and praying at Clinton’s inaugurations. Dr. Graham believes the command to love transcends political differences and for this reason he has ministered to every president since Harry Truman, regardless of politics. For him, the person is more important than the policy.

When you care enough about people to want to reach them, there will be times when you will be misunderstood and your reputation will be attacked. That is true of Billy Graham and certainly that was true of Jesus.

3. Jesus Cares More About People Than He Cares About Religious Traditions.

The Pharisees had come up with 39 categories of activities that they decided were forbidden on the

Sabbath—and one of them was healing. It was more important for them to protect their man-made rules than to see a person healed from painful suffering. So when Jesus entered the synagogue on a particular Sabbath and a man with a shriveled hand was there, the Pharisees, looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, watched Him closely to see if He would heal on the Sabbath. The Pharisees apparently believed in Jesus’ power to perform miracles. The question was not “Could he?” but “Would he?” In Luke 6:9-11, Jesus:

“Said to them, ‘I ask you, which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or destroy it?’ He looked around at them all, and then said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ He did so, and his hand was completely restored. But they were furious and began to discuss with one another what they might do to Jesus.” Luke 6:9-11

Jesus demonstrated that whatever human rules and regulations may say, it is always right to do a good thing on the Sabbath. What a shame that the Pharisees were unable to rejoice with the man who’s hand had been healed. What a shame it is when we get so caught up in our way of doing things and our traditions that we are unable to rejoice with others in the way God is working in their lives and their churches. Sometimes it is incredibly refreshing to worship in a way that is different than our normal routine and our normal traditions. This happened for Sue and I when we were on vacation in Pacific Grove a few years ago. 

The church we visited was obviously reaching lots of people and it was very unique (at least different than our previous experience) in a lot of ways:

-The worship service met in the gymnasium of a local high school/ not in a church building.

-Before you entered the service, there was a breakfast buffet from which you could load up on all kinds of great food and take it with you into the service.

-Half way through the service, they had an intermission so you could load up on more great food and bring it back into the service. After the service you could load up again (you can tell that I really got into the food).

-Everyone was dressed casually; we’re talking blue jeans, tennis shoes, and polo shirts. Even the Pastor didn’t wear a coat or a tie (what a great place).

-On the worship team, they had someone who played the harmonica, and he rocked out.

-They took time in the service to pray by name for some of the other churches and pastors in the city

-They gave free audiotapes of the message to first time visitors (like us).

If we’re ever in Pacific Grove again on a Sunday, I would definitely visit again. Why? Because all of the great food? Sure. But even more because it was evident they cared more about helping people enjoy worship and fellowship in the body than they did about maintaining what seems to be long-standing church traditions,  like “no food in the house of God”. [Tell story of a church where 90 high school students prayed to receive Christ at a Youth Outreach and yet church leaders were concerned about cookie crumbs on the counter.

Don’t get me wrong. There is nothing wrong with traditions. There are a lot of wonderful traditions that can enhance one’s worship and spiritual growth. The problem comes when we view traditions as more important than caring about people. Jesus cares more about people than He cares about religious traditions. 

4. Jesus Cares More About People Than He Cares About Their Past.

In Luke 7, we read about an incident in which Jesus is having dinner in the home of a Pharisee

named Simon. A woman who had lived a sinful life entered the house and began washing Jesus’ feet with her tears and wiping them with her hair. Simon, being a proper Pharisee, recoiled at the indiscretion and thought to himself, if Jesus were really a prophet he would know what kind of woman this was and dismiss her immediately. In verse 44, we read:

“Jesus said to Simon ‘Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven--for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.’” Luke 7:44-47 

Jesus cares more about people than He cares about their past. This woman’s sinful past did not prevent her from experiencing God’s forgiveness. I do not know what you have done in the past, or for that matter what you are doing in the present. You may feel so ashamed that you don’t think God could ever forgive you. And yet, by going out of His way to eat with prostitutes, tax collectors, Pharisees, and lepers, Jesus demonstrated the reality of God’s mercy. Instead of the message, “No undesirable allowed,” Jesus proclaimed, “In God’s kingdom there are no undesirables.” In God’s kingdom, everyone is welcome. 

In closing, I would like to read a familiar parable transposed into a modern setting by Philip Yancey, in his book, What’s So Amazing about Grace?

“A young girl grows up on a cherry orchard just above Traverse City, Michigan. Her parents, a bit old-fashioned, tend to overreact to her nose ring, the music she listens to, and the length of her skirts. They ground her a few times, and she seethes inside. “I hate you!” she screams at her father when he knocks on the door of her room after an argument, and that night she acts on a plan she has mentally rehearsed scores of times. She runs away.

She has visited Detroit only once before, on a bus trip with her church youth group to watch the Tigers play. Because newspapers in Traverse City report in lurid detail the gangs, the drugs, and the violence in downtown Detroit, she concludes that is probably the last place her parents will look for her. California maybe, or Florida, but not Detroit.

Her second day there she meets a man who drives the biggest car she’s ever seen. He offers her a ride, buys her lunch, arranges a place for her to stay. He gives her some pills that make her feel better than she’s ever felt before. She was right all along, she decides: her parents were keeping her from all the fun.

The good life continues for a month, two months, a year. The man with the big car-she calls him “Boss”- teaches her a few things that men like. Since she’s underage, men pay a premium for her. She lives in a penthouse, and orders room service whenever she wants. Occasionally she thinks about the folks, but their lives seem so boring and provincial that she can hardly believe she grew up there.

She has a brief scare when she sees her picture printed on the back of a milk carton with the headline “Have you seen this child?” But by now she has blond hair, and with all the makeup and body-piercing jewelry she wears, nobody would mistake her for a child. Besides, most of her friends are runaways, and nobody squeals in Detroit.

      
After a year the first sallow signs of illness appear, and it amazes her how fast the boss turns mean. “These days, we can’t mess around,” he growls, and before she knows it she’s out on the street without a penny to her name. She still turns a couple of tricks a night, but they don’t pay much, and all the money goes to support her habit. When winter blows in she finds herself sleeping on metal crates outside the big department stores. “Sleeping” is the wrong word- a teenage girl at night in downtown Detroit can never relax her guard. Dark bands circle her eyes. Her cough worsens.

One night as she lies awake listening for footsteps, all of a sudden everything about her life looks different. She no longer feels like a woman of the world. She feels like a little girl, lost in a cold and frightening city. She begins to whimper. Her pockets are empty and she’s hungry. She needs a fix. She pulls her legs tight underneath her and shivers under the newspapers she’s piled atop her coat. Something jolts a synapse of memory and a single image fills her mind: of May in Traverse City, when a million cherry trees bloom at once, with her golden retriever dashing through the rows and rows of blossomy trees in chase of a tennis ball.


“God, why did I leave, she says to herself,” and pain stabs at her heart. “My dog back home eats better than I do now.” She’s sobbing, and she knows in a flash that more than anything else in the world she wants to go home. 

Three straight phone calls, three straight connections with the answering machine. She hangs up without leaving a message the first two times, but the third time she says, “Dad, Mom it’s me. I was wondering about maybe coming home. I’m catching a bus up your way, and it’ll get there about midnight tomorrow. If you’re not there, well, I guess I’ll just stay on the bus until it hits Canada.”

It takes about seven hours for a bus to make all the stops between Detroit and Traverse City, and during that time she realizes the flaws in her plan. What if her parents are out of town and miss the message? Shouldn’t she have waited another day or so until she could talk to them? And even if they are home, they probably wrote her off as dead long ago. She should have given them some time to overcome the shock.

Her thoughts bounce back and forth between those worries and the speech she is preparing for her father. “Dad I’m sorry. I know I was wrong. It’s not your fault; it’s mine. Dad, can you forgive me?” She says the words over and over, her throat tightening even as she rehearses them. She hasn’t apologized to anyone in years.

When the bus finally rolls into the station, its air brakes hissing in protest, the driver announces in a crackly voice over the microphone, “Fifteen minutes, folks. That’s all we have here.” Fifteen minutes to decide her life. She checks herself in a compact mirror, smoothes her hair, and licks the lipstick off her teeth. She looks at the tobacco stains on her fingertips, and wonders if her parents will notice. If they’re there.

She walks into the terminal not knowing what to expect. Not one of the thousand scenes that have played out in her mind prepare her for what she sees. There, in the concrete-walls-and-plastic-chairs bus terminal in Traverse City, Michigan, stands a group of forty brothers and sisters and great-aunts and uncles and cousins and a grandmother and great-grandmother to boot. They’re all wearing goofy party hats and blowing noise-makers, and taped across the entire wall of the terminal is a computer generated banner that reads “Welcome home!”

Out of the crowd of well-wishers breaks her Dad. She stares out through the tears quivering in her eyes like hot mercury and begins the memorized speech, “Dad, I’m sorry. I know…”

He interrupts her. “We’ve got no time for that. No time for apologies. You’ll be late for the party. A banquet’s waiting for you at home.””


I don’t care what you have done. Your heavenly Father is waiting for you with open arms. And I want the rest of us to be here with goofy party hats, noise-makers, and large banners that say “Welcome home!” 


I don’t want anyone when they think of Davis Chinese Christian Church to say:


“Church! Why would I ever go there? They’d just make me feel even worse than I already do.” For that to be true of DCCC,

We Need to Care More About People Than Social Customs

We Need to Care More About People Than Our Reputations 

We Need to Care More About People Than Religious Traditions

We Need to Care More About People Than Their Past

Prayer

Our heavenly Father is waiting for each of us with open arms. Whether you have wandered far away from Him or whether you have stayed pretty close to Home, He wants you to enjoy the banquet He has prepared for you. It does not matter how good or how bad you are or you think you are. The same Jesus who touched the leper wants to touch your life and through you touch the lives of others around you. Let’s tell Him in the quietness of our hearts how we feel about His incredible love and care for us and let’s ask for His help in enabling us to care for others.

Silent/Corporate Prayer

