Headline: 

“Jesus doesn’t want me for a sunbeam,” Kurt Cobain

Body: 

Sometime around the year 30, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, some Roman soldiers killed a Jewish prophet named Yeshua—Jesus—by pounding nails into his wrists and feet and hanging him on a cross until he died. 

Crucifixion was a terrible way to die. It wasn’t just the pain, excruciating though that must have been. Death on a cross was reserved for the worst of criminals and terrorists. You couldn’t do it to a Roman citizen no matter how awful the crime. It was demeaning. Unlike those Renaissance paintings where the crucified is lifted half way to heaven, the victim was in fact only a few feet off the ground, amid the dust and flies of the earth, out next to the roadway near the worst gate of the city or the local garbage dump, hanging for hours or days with nature’s processes running their course. 

Sadly, I think Christians of apparently impeccable orthodoxy have been dodging the meaning of the cross for a long time now, and in at least two ways:  We often preach such a respectable Jesus that no one could imagine why anybody would ever have wanted to kill him. We also fail when we make the cross just about suffering--the story of one more victim in a world already too full of victims. We need to make it clear that this isn’t just any cross, but the cross of Jesus Christ, the Word of God incarnate, engaged in love’s work of reconciliation and redemption. Christ did not just suffer in order to suffer but to accomplish our salvation and transform the world. We avoid the meaning of the cross if we hide its pain, but equally if we talk only about the pain and never about its unique purpose.

In the cross Christ reveals God’s solidarity with us, reconciles us to God, and redeems us. Nevertheless, Father Leonardo Boff reminds us from Brazil, “We profess: Christ delivered us from sin! And we keep on sinning. He delivered us from death! And we keep on dying. He reconciled us with God! And we keep on making ourselves God’s enemies” The morning after Easter, and this morning nearly two thousand years later, we don’t yet feel fully at one with God, and the world still doesn’t look very redeemed.

And yet in the midst of our suffering, we know that God is with us, “the fellow sufferer who understands.” We know that we are never alone. Even when we feel that we have turned away from God so completely or so often that every bridge for our return must be broken, we remember that God on the cross reached across every chasm our sin has opened. Even when the powers of evil most oppress us, in the cross we catch glimpses of a hope that they can be overcome, that in some mysterious sense they already have been defeated. Gregory of Nyssa spoke of a snake still writhing after it has been killed. Karl Barth used the image of soldiers fighting an isolated skirmish, unaware that the enemy has already surrendered. Fear remains, and casualties can still occur, but out beyond the dark wood where still we struggle, the battle is over; the victory has been won.

I’m no authority on rock music. But even I know that there was a young man named Kurt Cobain, who led a band called Nirvana, spoke powerfully to a younger generation’s sense of alienation and despair and committed suicide ten years ago. I was wandering through the TV channels with my remote control, and suddenly there on VH1 was, Kurt Cobain, and the first line I heard him sing was, “Jesus doesn’t want me for a sunbeam.” So I stopped, and even before I knew who this singer was the rest of the song struck me as painfully honest and deeply sad. It set me to thinking about life and the cross of Christ.

The first is that Vacation Bible School is really important. If you’re teaching the kids a song like, “A sunbeam, a sunbeam, Jesus wants me for a sunbeam,” the little boy in the flannel shirt in the back row who has been making trouble all week may look as if he’s paying no attention, but you never know how much is sinking in, how long it may be remembered, or what strange witness to the memory of the gospel it may someday make.

Second, this very example reminds us that a society where so many people feel that the only way to succeed and be secure is to climb over everyone else (think “Survivor” or “The Apprentice”) doesn’t just hurt the people who end up on the bottom. Even the people who get to the top often enough end up scared to death and wondering what the point of it all was. This famous millionaire rock star, after all, committed suicide. We all need redemption from the forces of evil.

Third and finally, that line he was singing haunts me: “Jesus doesn’t want me for a sunbeam.” What did he mean? I’ve done too many nasty things? I’ve botched my life too badly? Jesus couldn’t want me? I wish we could have told him about the message of the cross. I wish we could tell the kids going to bed hungry, and the drug addicts, and the successful middle class folk who just lost their jobs, and the women sitting in church whose husbands beat them up, and the husbands so full of anger who drink to their sorrow, and the elderly who feel forgotten... I wish we could tell them all that Jesus does want them, that no matter how deep their pain, Jesus understands pain like that, that no matter how far away they have wandered from God, Jesus reaches out in reconciliation, that no matter how trapped they feel by forces of evil, Jesus can redeem them. I wish we could tell them. I hope we can.
