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Amazing Emmanuel: a true hero for all time

3)  Protect the weak in superhero fashion
Introduction

Superheroes: it seems that no two are alike.

All wear different costumes;


each possesses unique superpowers.

Batman dresses like a bat…and drives a special Batmobile.

Spiderman looks like a spider…and spins webs.

And Superman?


Why! you can always tell it’s Superman – and not a bird or plane – 

by the red cape blowing in the breeze as he flies through the air.

There is one feature, though, that all superheroes have in common.

Do you know what it is?

Take a guess.

They all show up in the nick of time, don’t they?

And they show up to protect the weak and rescue the helpless.

After all, what good are superheroes


if they don’t champion the cause of the poor and the powerless?



…if they don’t save people in distress?

As I mentioned in a previous message,


it seems that our fascination with these North American superheroes



reveals some of our deepest longings…




reveals our deep desire for someone stronger and more virtuous than us





to come to our aid whenever we are in trouble.

Unfortunately, our North American superheroes can’t satisfy those desires.

They, after all, are fantasies;


they live…but only in the “land of make believe”.

We do, however, have a hero…a true hero for all time.

We have the Amazing Emmanuel!

We’ve already discovered how amazing our superhero really is


and how you and I – as his sidekicks – can truly worship him.

This morning, we learn 

that our Amazing Emmanuel does what superheroes are supposed to do.

We learn that he protects the weak in superhero fashion.

As always, we also will explore that this means for you and me.

Protect the weak in superhero fashion
1)  Jesus did it!

Several years ago, DC comics published a special edition 

that traced the origins of our North American superheroes.

The publishers felt that, if we know the background of these heroes,

we can better understand who they are and what they do.

When we trace the origins of our Amazing Emmanuel, 

we not only understand who this superhero is and what he does;

we also discover that his story is the work of a master designer.

In other words, we not only realize that our superhero is a God who came to live with us;


we also realize that his coming was not an impulsive reaction 

to something we had said or done.

Even before Emmanuel – this “God with us” -- was beamed down to Bethlehem,


people knew that he would come to rescue “dudes and damsels in distress”.

Do you remember what God’s messenger told a man named Joseph 

before the “word became flesh and blood” like us?

He said:

your wife Mary “will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” [Matthew 1:21]

The story of our superhero, though, does not begin with that dream of Joseph.

We can trace the origins of our Amazing Emmanuel 

back to the mind of God…“in the beginning”.

A man called Peter said that Jesus

“was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake.” [1 Peter 1:20]

“For your sake”.

God’s plan, you see, not only included the superhero;


it also included the “dudes and damsels in distress”…



it includes you and me.

A pastor named Paul wrote this:

God also “chose us … before the creation of the world…to be adopted as his sons (and daughters) through Jesus Christ, … in him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins.” [Ephesians 1:4-7]

Poll after poll in these United States reveals that we are searching for significance.

My friend, if you are still looking for meaning in your life, look no further.

This is it.

You and I matter;

we matter to the Maker…the Maker of heaven and earth.

Long before we were conceived by our parents,


we were conceived in the mind of God.

Even before the creation of the world, he had his eye on us.

He dreamed of us being members of his family.

And he sent a superhero to make his dream come true.

After this Amazing Emmanuel had come to our planet…


actually, on the day when he entered the workforce,



he amazed everyone when he said that he had come – in superhero fashion –

to rescue the poor and powerless:

“God’s Spirit is on me; he’s chosen me to preach good news to the poor, sent me to announce pardon to the prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind, to set the burdened and battered free.”  [Luke 4:18]

Our hero then went out to practice what he had preached.

As he encountered those who had lost their health, 

he always reached out to touch them…and often healed them.

When he went to the homes of those who had lost a loved one,


he wept with them…and often – especially if it was parents that were weeping –



revived and then returned their lost child to them.

When he discovered someone who had lost their face, as the Chinese say,

-- for example, when he found that woman caught in adultery --



he refused to condemn them…and, instead, restored their dignity.

In true superhero fashion, our Amazing Emmanuel protects the poor and powerless.

Perhaps that explains why our hero has so many different names.

He rushes to the aid of so many different people…

and rescues them in so many different circumstances.

I know I said this in a previous message, but it’s worth repeating.

To all of us who are vulnerable,


our hero is the Good Shepherd.

To all of us who are confused by the changes and chances of life, 


he is a Wonderful Counselor.

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


he is the Prince of Peace.

To all of us…


I could go on, but I won’t.

I will mention only one more name given to our superhero.

It’s a name that stands out from all the rest.

It’s the “name above every name”.

It’s the name of Jesus –


the name God gave to our hero;



why?

“because (as God himself says) he will save my people from their sins.” [Matthew 1:21]
This, my brothers and sisters, is the name we need to hear more than any other.

This is the name we need to call upon again and again.

Why?

Because as C S Lewis says: “all of us are born bent…and all of us live bent lives”.

No matter how many promises we may make, we simply can’t go straight.

We all can appreciate what Martin Luther once said, can’t we?

He once admitted, “I told God a thousand times I would do better”.

This, then, is our most serious weakness…


a weakness that you and I are powerless to overcome.

Yet this is the weakness that moves our superhero to swing into action.

By the way, if you are looking for the Amazing Emmanuel to rescue you from this weakness,


you won’t find him donning a red cape as he swoops down to save you.

You won’t find him slinging webs as comes to your aid.

You’ll find him instead dangling from a tree

-- hanging on a cross – 

there paying the penalty for all of our crookedness,


all so that you and I – the crooked – 

could at least look straight in God’s eyes.

Our Amazing Emmanuel!

He comes to protect the weak – he comes to save us – in true superhero fashion.

How, though, did he learn to do this?

When DC comics published its special edition

tracing the origins of our North American superheroes, 


we discovered how Batman became a champion of the poor and powerless.

When he was 8 years old, he saw his parents murdered outside a theater in a dark alley.

On that night, the young boy made an oath, 


dedicating the rest of his life to protecting the weak.

“I am Batman,” he said, 

“a grim soul fighting a relentless war on crime…

for innocent people destroyed by crime.”

What, however, prompted our superhero to protect the weak?

2) Jesus’ father(s) did it!

I may be speculating a bit, 


but I submit that our superhero was influenced by his fathers…both of them.

We, of course, know that our Amazing Emmanuel is the son of God.

We also know that, as God’s son, 

our superhero has all those features which characterize his heavenly Father.

We know that he is “rich in mercy”… “full of compassion”…”abounding in love”.

We might quickly conclude that – as God’s son –


our hero would be a “natural” champion of the poor and powerless.

But let’s never forget that Jesus was also the son of Joseph…and Mary.

He was as human as you and I are;


only one difference: he got it all right all the time – he didn’t sin.

He began life as you and I begin life: as an embryo in a woman’s womb.

He entered this world as you and I entered it: through the birth canal.

He grew up as you and I grow up:

first as a baby fed mainly by Mom;

then as a youngster with a personality fashioned largely by Dad.

Explore with me how Joseph may have shaped the personality of his foster son, Jesus.

We don’t know much about Joseph, do we?


but what we know is significant.

We are told that he was “a righteous man” [Matthew 1:19]…


so law-abiding, in fact, that – despite the hardship –



he trekked all the way from Nazareth to Bethlehem,

just to obey a government decree.

What does a law-abiding citizen like Joseph do, though,


when he finds that his supposedly virgin fiancée is pregnant?

Well, he would do what was right – what the law prescribed  -- at the time, wouldn’t he?

He would have her stoned to death.

It was his right…and his responsibility;


his fiancée simply had no say in the matter.

But Joseph didn’t do what was right, did he?

Even before the angel told him what to do,


Joseph decided to protect his poor, powerless and pregnant partner;



he decided to save her “face”…and simply divorce her quietly.

A year or so later…and Joseph decides to protect the weak again.

Another government decree: 

a cruel king orders that all infants under the age of 2 be put to death.

Again, Joseph doesn’t do what is right.

This time, to protect the helpless baby Jesus,


he gives up his job, abandons family and friends in his hometown,



and makes the long journey to Egypt, 

where he lives with his wife and young son until the danger is past.

Joseph wasn’t a superhero;


but he did protect two very vulnerable people in superhero fashion.

Just think what effect this might have had on his foster son, Jesus.

It obviously had a profound effect on James, Jesus’ half brother, who wrote:


“True religion that God our Father accepts…is this:


To look after orphans and widows in their distress.” [James 1:27]
Jesus, I submit, learned to protect the weak in superhero fashion from his fathers – 

both of them.

Think now of the effect that we are having on children in our “sphere of influence”.

What are our children and grandchildren learning from us?

 Do they see us as superheroes, protecting the weak in our world?

And what about our nieces, nephews and neighbor kids?


Do they see us as champions – champions of the poor and powerless?

There are so many vulnerable people in society today:

the unborn as well as the born and then abandoned;


the battered spouse and the betrayed single parent;



those who have no address and those who have AIDS.

If the young people who look up to us do not see us looking out for such people…


if they look at us and see only their cook, cleaner and car-driver,



what are they learning from us?

Heroes and superheroes, it seems, are made – not born -- after all.

Agnes was a young girl when her father died; 


but that tragedy – and the example of her mother –

made her aware of the pain all around her.

Agnes’ poor mother not only raised her own children;


she also raised the 6 children of her neighbor, a widow who died.

In addition, she visited another neighbor – an alcoholic -- twice a day,


bringing her food to eat and clean clothes to wear.

Such was the upbringing of a modern-day hero.

When Agnes grew up, she changed her clothes, her name and her address.

She put on a nun’s habit, called herself Theresa and moved to Calcutta, India.

There Mother Theresa spent the majority of her 80 years, 

doing – on a greater scale, of course -- what her mother had done years before.

Let’s never underestimate the role that we can play 

in shaping the saints and superheroes of the next generation.

Do you know that the number of children 

who want to be police officers and fire fighters today is at all time high?

Why? Because they saw real heroes in action on 9/11.

Children who grow up to protect the poor and powerless are made, not born.

Our Amazing Emmanuel came to this planet as a superhero to rescue the helpless.

Before he left, though, he made his mission our mission.


“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” [John 20:21]
3) The whole family does it!

The family business for the family of God, then, is this:


to continue the heroic work of our Amazing Emmanuel…and his two fathers.

Jesus wants all of his brothers and sisters to be champions…


champions of the weak and vulnerable in the world.

Think of it this way:


Jesus is inviting you and me to fulfill a childhood fantasy…



to be a superhero who arrives on the scene -- just in the nick of time –

to help dudes and damsels in distress.

And the Christmas season is almost the perfect time to swing into action, isn’t it?

This year, it seems that our dream will come true: we will have a white Christmas.

For many people, though, Christmas comes in another color: blue.

At some gatherings, a familiar face will be missing from this year’s celebration;


a loved one has died…or just plain deserted the family.

In other spots, the loss of a good job or the loss of good health


means that the mood of Christmas will be grim 

and prospects for the new year will be dim.

In still other places, too little money and too many mouths in the family


strikes parents with guilt and little children with grief.

Some of you have already swung into action.

One member told me that she will not buy gifts for her family this year;


instead, she will buy gifts for another family…a family in need.

One family informed me that they will not exchange gifts this year;


instead, they will donate money in each others’ names to charities.

Several days ago, another member said 

that – in the new year -- he was devoting one night a week 

to serving at the Twin Cities’ Union Gospel Mission.

These are just a few of the ways that we can follow our Amazing Emmanuel,


and protect the weak in superhero fashion.

What are you planning to do?

5 minutes of silence isn’t all that long…


but it’s long enough, I submit, for God to do a little name dropping.

In this busy holiday season,


spare 5 minutes for silence,



and in that silence, listen for the name that God will give you…




the name of someone who is weak and vulnerable this Christmas.

Listen a bit longer…

and you may even hear God telling you what to do for that person.

And then remember what our superhero said so long ago:

“Whatever you did for one of these … brothers of mine, you did for me.” [Matthew 25:40]
Conclusion

In comic books and cartoons, superheroes protect the weak.

In the real world, though, it’s Amazing Emmanuel – and those of who follow him –


who protect and provide for those in need.

Let’s close with an adaptation of that classic prayer written by St Francis of Assissi.

Francis was a gentle man


who first distributed all of his wealth to the poor,



then dedicated his life to protecting the powerless.

Francis would never have considered himself to be a superhero;


but he wrote a prayer for those of us

who want to want to protect the weak in superhero fashion.

As I said: this is an adaptation his classic prayer:


Lord, make me an instrument of your love.


This Christmas season,



where there is despair, let me sow hope;




where there is darkness, light;





where there is sorrow, joy.


O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek 

to be consoled as to console;


to be understood as to understand;



to be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive.  Amen.

On 14 December 2003, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN.  If you have comments or questions, please call the church: (651) 770-3618.
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