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Amazing Emmanuel: a true hero for all time

1) Thank God for a hero too wonderful for words
Introduction

When World War II was breaking out in Europe,


super-heroes were breaking onto the scene in the United States.

Superman appeared in 1938, Batman in 1939 and Wonder Woman in 1941.

For the next 50 years, these “larger than life” figures


would not only entertain, but also inspire Americans.

However, when George Gallup conducted one of his surveys in the early 90’s,


he noticed a shift in our culture.

In his book, The day America told the truth, he reported that


-- as the 20th century drew to a close --



70% of Americans said that they “had no heroes”.

The foibles and failures of those who shape our culture

-- those stars in Hollywood, senators in Washington, stock sellers in New York --


had tarnished the once gleaming image of the super-hero.

Then came 9/11…and everything changed again.

Soon after that tragedy,


the comic book industry published a special edition simply called Heroes.

The front cover pictured a fireman carrying a victim from the rubble.

An excerpt from the back cover reads:

“On September 11, an untold number of real men and women amazed the world with their phenomenal acts of bravery.  When others ran away, they charged forward.  When others reached out for safety, they offered a helping hand.  And, tragically, many of them died; but, in doing so, they taught us all how to live.  No, they may not stick to walls.  They can’t fly.  They’re just heroes.”

9/11 rekindled our longing – perhaps an age-old longing – for heroes…super-heroes.

And people started to take advantage of this phenomenon.

Last year, Hollywood produced a Spiderman movie;


it was a block-buster.

Months later, actor Nicolas Cage sold his super-hero comic book collection for $1.6 million.

For the next month, I also want to take advantage of this cultural phenomenon.

It seems to me that we – as Americans – have a deep inner need


for someone stronger, more virtuous than ourselves…



someone who will come to rescue us just in the nick of time.

For the next month, then, I want to portray Jesus Christ as a hero 

– no, a super-hero -- …our “Amazing Emmanuel”.

During the seasons of Advent and Christmas,


we will hear the old message with a new twist:



we will hear that “unto us a Hero is born”.

And we all – hopefully – will see that this hero – our Amazing Emmanuel –


is a hero truly worth following…a hero for all time.

This morning, we will explore 


how our hero satisfies some of our deepest longings, and



how we can thank this hero too wonderful for words.

Amazing Emmanuel: a true hero for all time

1) How he satisfies our deepest longings
In a post-graduate course on cross-cultural adaptation,


one entire week was devoted to comic books.

We thought it was a joke; the professor was dead serious.

“Read the comics,” he reprimanded us.


“And watch the movies.  They’ll help you understand the culture.”

I took the professor’s advice when I went to Hong Kong.

I followed his suggestion again during the past few weeks


as I reviewed the saga of Superman.

The story of Superman, I submit reveals three of our deepest longings.

First of all, the story of Superman suggests that what we need most is often beyond us…


that the help we want must come from someplace else.

The story of Superman, as you know, does not begin on planet earth.

It begins on a planet called Krypton…


the planet on which Superman is known as Kal-El…



the planet from which Superman is sent to our world.

Why do we often sense that the help we need is beyond us?

Perhaps it’s the struggles we face.

Raising an unruly child…


coping with an unfaithful spouse…



caring for an aging parent…




all can convince us that we don’t have all the answers.

Maybe it’s the sadness we feel.

The loss of our job…


the loss of our health…



the loss of our loved one…




all can remind us that neither we nor the physicians and politicians





have all the remedies.

Sometimes, it’s simply the sins we commit, isn’t it?

No matter how long and hard we try to do what is right,


we just don’t get it – get it right, that is – all the time.

The help we need, we sense, must come from someplace else.

God understands this…


and boy! does he have a story to tell us!

The story of the super-hero God sends to rescue us


also does not begin on planet earth.

It begins in another realm, where our super-hero has another name.

Through a man named John, God tells us how the story begins:

“In the beginning was the Word (that’s the original name of our Super-hero), and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.”

[John 1:1-2]

But the story goes on…

One day, “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us”. [John 1:14]
One day, our Super-hero did come to life.

One day, 2000 years ago,


our Amazing Emmanuel did arrive…



this God was with us…right here on planet earth.

The story of Superman, though, also suggests that we long for a hero who is like us.

The story of Superman reveals that, 

when Kal-El arrived on planet earth, 

he landed in a Kansas field…and looked like a Kansas kid.

A young couple -- Jonathan and Martha Kent -- found him, took him home…


and named him Clark.

He grew up and worked for a daily newspaper.

He mingled with the likes of Lois Lane and Jimmy Olson.

As a result, Clark Kent understood people:

he understood what made people laugh,



what made them cry,




and, most of all, what made them afraid.

Why do we want real heroes – heroes who are like us?

Perhaps we feel that 


the super-stars, the super-rich and the super-savvy politicians 

just don’t understand us any more.

After all, they don’t live where we live, do they?

We want someone who knows the sights, smells and sounds


of our home, our school, our office or factory.

We want someone who hears the temptations we hear…


someone who sees the troubles we see…



someone who faces the pressures we face…




someone who feels the pain, the grief that we feel.

We just want a hero who understands us, don’t we?

As I said before:


Boy! does God have a story for you and me!

He tells us – again through that man named John:


 “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us”. [John 1:14]


One version of God’s story puts it this way: 

“The Word became flesh and blood (like us) and moved into our neighborhood”. 

[John 1:14 MSG]

Like Superman, our Super-hero arrived on planet earth as a cooing, crying baby.

He was raised by a young couple named Mary and Joseph.

They named him Jesus.

Jesus grew up and worked in a carpenter’s shop.

He mingled with the likes of Peter, Paul and Mary.

Our Super-hero, then, has lived where we live.

Like any good neighbor we might have,


he found that he couldn’t always make ends meet.;



he had to deal with peer pressure and peer rejection;




he screamed when he felt pain;





he cried when he experienced grief. 

One man who knew him wrote this:

“We don’t have a high priest (read “Super-hero”) who is out of touch with our reality.  He’s been through weakness and testing, experienced it all – all but the sin.  So let’s walk right up to him and get what he is so ready to give…the help.”

[Hebrews 4:15-16 MSG]

A little girl once expressed what I think we all want.

She had a bad dream.

Her father told her that God was with her…even though she couldn’t see him.

“But Daddy,” she said, “I want a God with skin on!”

Isn’t that what we all want…deep down inside?

And isn’t’ that just what God has provided?

“The Word became flesh and blood and moved into our neighborhood.” [John 1:14 MSG]

The story of Superman finally suggests 

that we long for a hero who is able to rescue us when we are in trouble.

When Superman burst onto the American scene 60 years ago,


we discovered that he had super powers.

We were told that he was


“faster than a speeding bullet,



more powerful than a steaming locomotive,




able to jump tall buildings in a single bound”.

Superman, though, lived as the mild-mannered Clark Kent until…


until someone needed help.

Then we quickly went into action.

When Jimmy Olson was about to fall into a raging river,


Superman was there to rescue him.

When Lois Lane was in a helicopter…and in trouble,


Superman arrived – in the nick of time – to save her.

Are you and I in trouble today?

That’s a question my daughter asks me…


asks me whenever she thinks she’s done something wrong.

“Am I in trouble, Daddy?”

That’s a question we need to ask our Father too:


“Am I in trouble, Daddy?”

Like my daughter Carmen whenever she asks that question, though,


you and I already know know the answer, don’t we?

No matter how hard we try,


we simply are not everything God wants us to be…



we just can’t do everything God wants us to do.

“Am I in trouble, Daddy?”

Do you know what Daddy says?

He says this:


“The Word became flesh.”

In other words, God tells us his story…


the story of how he “so loved the world that he gave his only Son” [John 3:16]…



the story of how this son of God was in the mild-mannered Jesus Christ,




“reconciling the world to himself, not counting our sins against us”.




[2 Corinthians 5:19]

“Am I in trouble, Daddy?”

We were…but not anymore!

At just the right time – “in the fullness of time” and in true super-hero fashion –


our Amazing Emmanuel came to planet earth to rescue us.

And he did it by doing all that God expected of us:


he lived the life that we are supposed to live;



he died the death that we were supposed to die.

Our Amazing Emmanuel, though, is more than our Savior from sin…


much, much more.

Like Superman, he is an “ever present help in (all kinds of) trouble”. [Psalm 46:1]
Why, after all, do you think our Super-hero has so many different names?

To those of us who are vulnerable and need protection,


Jesus is the Good Shepherd.

To those of us who are confused by life and simply don’t know which way to turn,


he is the Wonderful Counselor.

To those of us who spend sleepless nights and fretful days,


he is the Prince of Peace.

To those of us who live in broken homes,


he is the everlasting Father.

To those of us who have lost a loved one in death,


he is the Resurrection and the Life.

Nobody – nobody, I tell you – knows the trouble we’ve seen better than Jesus;


and nobody shows up to help more often than Jesus.

The story of Superman not only reveals how you and I long for a super-hero;


it also shows how we need to thank our hero.

2) How we thank this hero too wonderful for words
In the sequel to the original Superman movie, 


Clark Kent gives up all of his super powers.

Why?

Because he loves a mere human…

he loves Lois Lane…and wants to spend his life with her.

What about our Amazing Emmanuel?

A pastor named Paul said that our Super-hero did the same thing.

He said that Jesus Christ

“who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, … being made in human likeness.  And being…a man, he humbled himself.” [Philippians 2:6-8]
Actually, our Super-hero out-performed Superman.

Superman gave up his super-powers 

so he could spend his life with a human.

Amazing Emmanuel gave up his super-powers…why?


so he could give his life for humans.

When Lois Lane realized what Superman had done, she said.

“You did that for me? 

I can’t believe what you gave up for me!  

I don’t know what to say.”

Do we know what to say?

“You know the grace of…Jesus Christ,” 

writes this pastor named Paul to people such as you and me:

“You know grace of…Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” [2 Corinthians 8:9]
We know what our Amazing Emmanuel did for us, don’t we?

We know what he gave up for us.

But do we know what to say?

“Thank God,” says Pastor Paul,


“thank God for his Son.”

And then he adds this phrase:


“his Son – a gift too wonderful for words”.

Now that’s a challenge, isn’t it?

A pastor urges us to thank God for his Son;


but then he says that this gift is “too wonderful for words”.

My mother always told me – as I’m sure your mother always told you –


to say “thank you”…



to use words to show your appreciation.

But how…how in the world do we find the words 

to thank God for a gift that is “too wonderful for words”?

Have you ever been in such a predicament?

I have.

I have a special aunt, a sponsor at my baptism.

When I was a child, she remembered me with gifts on all special occasions.

As I grew up and started a career as well as a family,


she regularly encouraged me with little notes and long letters.

Whenever I was in trouble, though, 

she – almost like Wonder Woman – would really spring into action.

She would literally flood me with calls and with cards.

What moved me most, though, was the poems she composed…just for me.

I always tried to thank her,


but long ago I ran out of words to express my feelings.

How do we continue to thank someone who continues to help us?

How do we find the words to thank him who is too wonderful for words?

Whatever we say, of course, will be inadequate;


but that doesn’t mean we stop saying “thank you”.

We continue to search, don’t we?

We continue to look for just the right word to express our feelings.

So I would like to propose a project…


a project for this Advent season…



a project to help us find the words to thank our “Amazing Emmanuel”.

In the outline for my message today,


I’ve listed the letters of the alphabet – all 26 of them.

As of today, there also are 26 days left until Christmas.

I propose that, starting today,


we use a different letter of the alphabet each day until Christmas.

We use that letter as a prompt…


a prompt that will help us think of words to thank our “Amazing Emmanuel”.

Today, we begin with the letter “A”.

What nouns or names…

what adjectives that describe our Super-hero…



what words that begin with “A” can we think of




to say “thank you” to him who is “too wonderful for words”?

I can think of “amazing”…and “absolutely astounding”.

How about you?

What words come to your mind?

Please share them.  [Elicit responses]

Thank you…thank you for all those wonderful words


that help us to say “thank you” to him who is “too wonderful for words”.

I encourage you to participate in this project.

Do it by yourself; do it with friends; do it as a family…


but just do it!

I know that you’ll have to make -- and take -- the time during this busy season.

But remember this little poem::

A letter a day

is our special way 

to find words that say:


“Thank you”…”Thank you”.

Conclusion

One last word about Superman…and our Super-hero.

If you met Superman, your life was never the same again.

Just ask Lois Lane.

When you meet Jesus Christ, your life, too, will never be the same again.

When you encounter Amazing Emmanuel,


you do one of two things:



you either reject him or accept him.

If you accept him, though,

– or, as that man called John says – if you “receive him”,



something almost magical happens:

You become a “child of God”.

And as a child, you also get to see what John calls “his glory”;


you get to see what Amazing Emmanuel can really do.

You realize that your Super-hero is “full of grace and truth”…


that even though he knows the truth about you,



he gives you much, much more than you ever deserve.
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