Like Us, for Us—Heb 2:10-18
	I’ve mentioned to you before on a couple of occasions the English Victorian novelist Thomas Hardy’s line that happiness is but the occasional episode in a general drama of pain.  I come back to it from time to time because that thought made quite an impression upon me when I first read it.  I also come back to it because, even if my own experiences don’t entirely verify Hardy’s summation, it certainly seems as if the experiences of others do demonstrate some truth in this claim that happiness is but the occasional episode in a general drama of pain.
	You know people whose lives seem to get dragged along from one sorrow to another.  Just when it seems she has the disease beat, she falls and breaks her hip.  Just when he starts a new job with lots of potential, his car gets totaled and he ends up in the hospital for two weeks.  Maybe your life seems to be in that terrible pattern just now: you emerge from the gloom of one dark cloud, to see, there ahead of you, another, and your courage, your resolve, and your hope are overwhelmed, again.
	People have been trying to escape those chains of sorrow for millennia.  The means we humans devise to escape are nearly always harmful for us and harmful to others: alcohol, drugs, irresponsible sex, pornography, violent behavior, gluttony of whatever form—the attempt to kill one’s sorrows with whatever poison seems sweetest.  It’s self-abuse.
Some philosophers, who believed they were looking at life quite seriously and scientifically, concluded that religion is just another of these sweet poisons by which people seek to kill their sorrows, “the opiate of the masses.”  To the extent that we use religion like a drug, that’s probably true.  Our hope is to be shown the faith that God gives to us, for our own cobbling together a faith to make ourselves feel good is always a dubious undertaking at best.
	In Jesus Christ, we see, we hear, we touch the faith that God gives to us.  God gave us our senses to help us learn and live: let us then have the sense to live and learn.  In our reading today from Hebrews, we hear that it was fitting, appropriate, that God made the pioneer of our salvation—Christ, that is—“perfect through sufferings” (2:10b).  Attune your ears to it, and you will discover that the Bible has a lot to say about suffering.  I think this is partly because suffering was so much a part of the common experience of people in the ancient world, especially, perhaps, the Jews.  I think the Bible has a lot to say about suffering because God knows that we often wonder why there has to be suffering, or at least so much of it, or such terrible suffering.  We don’t understand it.  We don’t understand why a God who loves us so very much, who loves His creation so very much, would permit such terrible suffering, of body, of mind, and of spirit.

	Those first hearers of this sermon we call the letter to the Hebrews, they would have heard this about God making the pioneer of our salvation “perfect through sufferings” a little differently than we hear it.  In the ancient Mediterranean, in the atmosphere of Greek philosophy, people understood that God was perfection.  They also understood that we human beings, far removed from God, we humans are quite imperfect.  Well and good.  Maybe we today see things in much the same way.
	The difference is this: to exist as anything less than God is to suffer.  Only God does not suffer, because God is perfect, and there is no suffering in perfection.  What is perfect does not suffer.  In short, Thomas Hardy was echoing a very ancient way of thinking about life, when he wrote that happiness (perfection) was but the occasional episode in a general drama of pain (the suffering of imperfection).  To live is to suffer.  The conclusion that many people reached in those ancient times, and the conclusion that many people reach even today, is that, if to live is to suffer, then death is freedom from suffering.  We see all too many people actively killing themselves with whatever seems to hold out the promise of release from suffering—death, in short.  God did not call us into being to pursue death, though.  Jesus came among us to remind us that God did not call us into being to pursue death: so we killed him.
	It would have been inconceivable for those ancient Greek philosophers that God would suffer, could suffer, or would ever opt to suffer: it wouldn’t be godlike.  To be God, God must not suffer.  Keep in mind, though, that, for their way of thinking, to exist in the world was to suffer, because life was so clearly, so palpably imperfect.  The moment Jesus was born, he began to suffer.
	When we hear in Hebrews that God made the pioneer of our salvation perfect through sufferings, part of what he means is that God made Jesus Christ one of us, one who suffered that fall from perfection by being born, by existing, by having a true, physical body, by being a human being in this world: suffering wasn’t simply things that happened to us but that we are alive in this world at all!  Jesus comes to us in the midst of this general drama of pain we call life.
	Have you ever been terribly cold?  Have you ever been miserably hot?  Has your clothing ever stuck to you because of sweat?  Have you ever bitten your lip, multiple times?  Have you ever had a migraine headache?  Have you ever had a bad case of bronchitis?  Have you ever been afraid of the dark?  Have you ever been in the hospital?  Have you ever felt panic?  Have you ever been hurt by someone, physically or emotionally?  Have you ever been tearfully disappointed by something, by someone, by life?  We may not ordinarily consider any of these things to qualify as suffering, at least, not like famine, or disease, or living through the middle of a war.  Now that’s suffering!
But beloved, usually what we know about suffering is just the daily pains, sorrows, and dashed hopes we have to drag around as we drag ourselves through each day: and how heavy some of those days can be!—especially during this happy time of year!
	Maybe it’s hard for you to imagine Jesus doing the same thing, living the same way, living the same life.  He always seems so strong and confident, and brilliant, and . . . well, and perfect.  Our reading from Hebrews for today, though, and many other passages in Scripture, are at pains to show us, to assure and remind us that Jesus went through exactly the same things we go through, and they troubled and grieved and hurt him in just the way those worries and woes trouble and grieve and hurt us.  He knows, beloved!  Jesus knows us!
	When God’s Word became flesh, he took on suffering—that state of ordinary, all too human imperfection, as well as the typical sorrows we know.  When we hear that he was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief, take that to heart.  When Jesus criticizes his critics who object to Jesus enjoying food, drink, and laughter, take that to heart.  Jesus took to himself all of our life as his life, too, in all its sorrows and all its joys.
	He did this, as Hebrews reminds us, in order to be for us a perfect savior: Jesus shows us the way to our perfection, which is salvation, reconnection to God, receiving that pricelessly costly blessing of shalom.
Jesus perfected the way, perfectly.  We hear this word “perfect” and we initially associate the word with flawlessness: a perfect smile, a perfect diamond, a perfect pitching game.  At its root, perfect means something that fulfills its purpose admirably.  What is perfect has entirely done what it was intended to do, done what it was meant to do.  We all would like a fulfilling life, and how we feel cheated when we feel unfulfilled!  So often, we aren’t quite sure what will make us feel fulfilled, we only know that we don’t have it, now.  May the Holy Spirit help you to perceive more fully that we find our fulfillment, and can find our fulfillment only, in the one who perfected the way to salvation, through sufferings.
	Perhaps this is part of what Isaiah is getting at, when we hear that this savior “became their savior in all their distress” (63:8b-9a).  Not only did Jesus, through Mary, come to us in the midst of our distress: by living as one of us, he chose to be with us in our distress by having this same distress.  Isaiah also emphasizes this: that the one who came among us at Christmas was not merely a messenger, not only an angel, but was truly God’s own presence, Immanuel—God-with-us.  Jesus is not only God alongside us, together with us, but God with a body like your body, with your life, with your pains, with your worries, with your fears, with your sadness, with your hopes, with your yearning to be fulfilled, with your thirst for God.
	He became like us in every respect.  He did this so that he could help us.  I hope, brothers and sisters, you perceive in this God’s great compassion for you.  God wants so very much to help you, to draw you to fulfillment.  That fulfillment is with God, in Christ.  Anything else is either a glimpse of that true fulfillment or death masquerading as fulfillment: may God help you to perceive the difference!
	Christ came among us to set us free from death, from the power that death has over us.  How much of our lives we live in fear of death!  Some people think they are being bluntly realistic when they assert that dead is dead.  You know at least one person who believes this: that there is nothing after death.  Dead is dead.  They probably don’t think of the matter this way, and would probably be offended if you told them, but they are letting death control them.  They are slaves to death, because all they see at the end of the road is death: dead is dead.  That’s not being realistic; that’s just being hopeless.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	In Christ, in that tiny child there in the manger, that man teaching by the lakeshore, in that redeemer, dying on the cross, in that savior, risen from the dead, God is showing us something vital: death is not in charge.  Death is not the end.  Dead is not dead.  Death is not our fulfillment.  Don’t pursue death; don’t be deceived by death.  God did not create you for death.  God made you for Himself, to fill you with His love, to full-fill you with His life.  He shows this to you in Jesus Christ, who suffered just as we suffer.
He was tested just as we are tested, and our hope is this: Jesus did not rely upon his being God to get him through this life.  Jesus did not rely upon his power, or his glory.  Jesus did not turn from our suffering but joined us fully in our worries, woes, sorrows, pains, fears, and hopes, relying through it all on the only thing we have to rely upon in this life, this world: God’s love for us and our faith in God.  Jesus shows us the fulfillment of that love and that faith.  Jesus holds out to us that fulfillment.   Jesus invites us to receive that fulfillment, to receive him.  For you who have received him, share him.  Share Christ.  Share love.  Share faith.  And may God make you a means whereby He leads a fellow human being out of slavery to death and into life in Christ.
	To the God of all grace, who calls you to share God’s eternal glory in union with Christ, be the power forever!
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