Suffering and adjustment in Jesus

I believe in Jesus Christ who suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried 

One of life’s great challenges is adjusting.
Over the course of my life I have adjusted to adolescence, manhood, marriage, parenthood, bereavement and many job changes. So much of life draws on our capacity to adjust and make sacrifice.

In my adjustments I have found consolation in a God who has adjusted to humanity through the gift of Jesus.

Living with tension

We do not grow without pain and a lot of pain is rooted in living with the tension associated with growth. 

Christians within the charismatic movement are aware of how the Holy Spirit of Jesus helps us see a bigger picture that can shrink our problems. There is an extra dimension to life as a new creation.

How ready are we to admit the complementary operation of the Cross of Jesus hollowing out our self reliance through suffering unresolved tension over months and years? 

In a park near where I live there are many hollowed out trees used as bat roosts. Storms twenty years ago destroyed much of the forest and this has been exploited. The same storms destroyed a farmer’s house near me so that the farmer, his wife and family had to move into an outhouse suffering great and enduring loss. Twenty years on the farmer’s wife is a selfless Christian, with radiance forged by suffering the tensions of imposed poverty. She has been literally hollowed out and filled with the Spirit.

This lady has been able to live through suffering without bitterness.
The power of the Cross to bring holiness out of painful adjustment is demonstrated within the church conflicts of our day. One priest who could not accept the ordination of women describes how the Lord led him to praise God through tears for the joy it brings to many whilst retaining his Anglocatholic convictions opposed to the move. Freed from the bitterness that abounds on both sides of this debate he has become a bridge person across the divide that has brought healing.

Sweetening the bitter cup
Kelly’s hymn describes the Cross as ‘the balm of life, the cure of woe…that sweetens ev’ry bitter cup’.  Jesus uses his Passion in every age to cleanse the wounds we bear as we live and grow and bear with suffering.

A wound can fester or heal. In my teenage years I had the misfortune to experience an ancient medicine called a poultice. In this method a hot covering is applied to a septic finger to draw out the badness. In my case the poultice misfired. The wound festered under the poultice so that I lost the top of my little finger. 

When we draw the balm of the Cross of Jesus down upon the wounds of our life there is no festering of these wounds but cleansing. The farmer’s wife bore her storm damage and the priest his church dispute because they invited Jesus to cleanse the wounds they suffered. The Holy Spirit of Jesus was to make holy their pain and empower them to adjust nobly in their troubles.

The Cross is God’s adjustment
In the most profound way, God has said to us in Jesus Christ, ‘I will adjust to you. I will change for you. I’ll serve you - though it means a sacrifice for me’.

Jesus suffered for us showing God’s adjustment to our nature which brings it into his own extravagant love. Through the suffering and death of Our Lord we know God expects nothing of us that he’s not prepared to go through himself and that we have the capacity to share the divine life.

The story is told of a disaster that happened when two men were out sky diving. The apprentice sky diver’s parachute failed. His selfless trainer managed to reach him across the sky. The two men descended at great velocity suspended from the trainer’s parachute. Seconds before they landed the trainer adjusted to be underneath his apprentice and cushioned his impact at the cost of his own life.

One man died in place of his colleague. He adjusted to take the full impact due to him.

In his crucifixion God adjusted himself to bear the impact of the consequences of the sins of all people in every age. “For lo between our sins and their reward we set the passion of thy Son Our Lord” (Bright).

Substitute, sacrifice and triumph

There are several theories of the so-called atonement none of which have been officially adopted by Christianity but all of which help us engage with its mysterious energy and sanctifying power. The sky diver story illustrates the so-called substitutional view where Jesus is seen to die in our place.  

In the sacrificial view of atonement the blood of Christ fulfils ancient sacrificial rites by providing the sinless victim who alone can expiate sin. "Christ loved us, giving himself up for us as an offering and a sweet smelling sacrifice to God" (Ephesians 5v2). 

In the triumphant view of atonement the thrall of evil powers over humankind are seen as being overcome through the suffering of Christ who leads believers in his victory procession: "Thanks be to God who always gives us in Christ a part in his triumphal procession" (2 Corinthians 2v14).

When a tree is felled you see the beautiful rings within its trunk. By coming on earth to live and die God shows us what he is made of and through rising again invite us to be remade to enter his selflessness as we live through the joys and sorrows of life.
Seeing the crucifixion of a Jewish Rabbi in the first century of our era as the supreme statement of a God of love and holiness is a distinctive of Christian faith.  It is rejected by many simply because of its astounding claim for the significance of one man in one time and place.  This is why St Paul writes : "We are preaching a crucified Christ: to the Jews an obstacle they cannot get over, to the Gentiles foolishness, but to those who have been called, whether they are Jews or Greeks, a Christ who is both the power of God and the wisdom of God" (1 Corinthians 1v23-24).

Welcoming God’s adjustment
Understanding what God has done for us through the suffering and resurrection of Jesus only grows when we welcome it. Charismatic Christians know more than most that this invitation to engage with what Jesus has done for us by his dying and rising and its implications for all the adjustments in our life is the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

Christian belief in the crucifixion of Jesus links to the understanding of baptism as a sign that the "old self was crucified with Christ" (Romans 6v6, Galatians 2v19).  Christian life is said to be "ascetic", a discipline that is concerned to put baptism into practice by putting the old sinful nature to death and opening the soul to new life in the Holy Spirit.  It is this discipline that operates when we allow our sufferings to be made holy by Jesus who is ‘the same yesterday, today and for ever’ (Hebrews 13v8)
As Christians the crucifixion of Jesus becomes a central part of our consciousness through our regular participation in the Eucharist. The words of consecration interpret his suffering: "This is my body… given for you … my blood… shed for you" (1 Corinthians 11v24-25). In the Eucharist Christians “enter into the movement of Christ's self offering" (Anglican-Roman Catholic agreement).
Adjusting and forgetting ourselves
When Jesus prophesied his crucifixion he went on: "If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let him renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me.  Anyone who wants to save his life will lose it; but anyone who loses his life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it" (Mark 8v34-35).

Believers who look at a crucifix see the risen Lord behind it.  They see themselves and their pain yet recognise how much they are loved in that pain.  They welcome the invitation to move from self-knowledge and right self-love to the self-forgetfulness of Christ himself.
No one seeks the experiences of pain but no one escapes it. Christian faith makes sense of it from the inside. This is the testimony of millions and it is better lived than written about. 

To live without any ability to adjust to others or to God is a receipe for disaster. To live determined to see your circumstances as sent to bless you and hollow out your selfishness is to be taken out of yourself and raised to new life in the Holy Spirit.

God in Jesus Christ adjusts to us at cost to himself. The Cross shows us the way to grow holy through the adjustments we suffer and the Holy Spirit is sent to be our helper in this.

