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Children
Object: a candle.
Good morning, boys and girls, I want to tell you a story. It's about two boys who lived in a big house with their parents. One day in the spring their father sent the two boys out to the garden. It had just been plowed up and was ready to be planted. Their father gave the two boys all the seeds for every kind of vegetable you can imagine. He said to them, "I don't care which of you plants which of the seeds," but by dark tonight I want the garden completely planted. Do the two of you understand?" Both boys nodded. Their father left enough food for them to eat a lunch and some supper, because he knew it would take them a long time to do the work. Then he went away.
The first son started planting. Down on his knees he went and started putting in the corn plants. But his brother had no intention of helping. He said, "Dad said he didn't care which of us did the work. So just make sure you get the whole garden planted. I'm going to have some fun." The first son said, "If Dad finds out you're going to be in trouble." But the second son said, "The only way Dad would find out would be if you would tell him. And if you do, you'll be in trouble with me later on."
Since the second son was bigger, the first boy didn't argue. He just kept on planting. His brother slept under a tree. Then he threw rocks in a pond. Later he went hiking. He came back for lunch, and later he came back for supper. But he never helped.
That night when it was almost pitch black the first son finally finished all the planting. But he was afraid to tell his dad the other son had not helped, and that was why it took so long to get finished. When they walked into the house it was dark. Their father was sitting in a chair. He asked the first son to come up to his chair. He held a candle, like this one, close to him. He said, "Nice work." Then he asked the second son to come. The second son held back, but finally came close. His father held the candle close, then said, "Shame on you, making your brother do all the work." How did he know? (Let them guess.)
When the two boys came into the light their father looked at their knees. The one who did the work had dirty knees. The other boy did not. When God's light shines on us, the truth comes out.


Adult
I can’t think of a greater condemnation to be levied against a people than this: They loved darkness instead of light. I would never want that to be said of me. But that is the way God sees the world. You and I see the world as it is right now. Most of the people around us try and do the right thing and when we are wrong hopefully we apologize. So we tend to think well of most people. But look out on the passage of time….
The Ancient World of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Hellenism, Rome, Persia, India, and East Asia was filled with the ignorance of hundreds of thousands of gods, magic, rituals, superstitions, human sacrifice, conquests, sewage(refuse was mostly thrown into the streets for the rats and dogs), disease (priests attempted to foretell the course of a disease by examining the livers of sacrificed animals). And the list doesn’t end there: ethnic bigotry, civil wars, persecutions, despots, tyrants, class rule, and the systematic murders of tens of thousands.
The Middle Ages of Persia, Constantinople, Islam, Britain, China, India, Genghis Khan and the Mongols, Timur and the Turks, Europe, African Empires and the Americas. All of them covered in the darkness of man’s inhumanity to man: Revolutions, expansionism, Mohammad’s Conquest and Christianity’s Crusades, warlords, heretics, witchcraft, increased trade bringing death and plagues to millions, and the crowding in the cities spreading the misery all the more. And on top of this misery wars fought for every ridiculous reason known to man.
The Enlightenment and the Modern world also have faired no better. We too have loved the darkness instead of the light. Europe, Africa, Mid-East, India, and the Americas have all dipped their finger into the cesspool of sin: Guns, germs, slavery, the need for women’s suffrage, massacres, socialism, resistance to democracy, religious fundamentalism’s resistance to progress, Fascism, Communism, The Holocaust, the Ku Klux Klan, greed, the market crash, The Depression, world wars, The Bomb, and lest we forget 9/11.
I can’t tell you what a short list this is. And this says nothing of the millions of women and children who have suffered throughout the ages at the hands of ruthless men. There is no way to write that history because it is hidden from the pages of history.
Yes! Men have loved darkness rather than light. There is a morbid destructive tendency in all of us. We dabble in the diabolical. We revel in revenge. And we hate in our hearts. My, how we love to live in the shadows! What must God think of us?
Here is his verdict, as true today as it was when it was pronounced 2000 years ago: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light, because their deeds were evil. This is Jesus’ description of mankind. And can any of us argue with him?
For a few moments let’s look at the world through the eyes of God. What does He see?
I. 

First there are those who acknowledge not the darkness. God sees all those whose deeds are evil, who fear being exposed by the light. Make no mistake. We all, all men and women, can be lumped together into one category, as sinners, but there are those in this world whose hearts are hardened and for the most part are beyond hope. They fear the light. Now I know it seems improper for a minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to say that some are beyond hope. And while it is true that anyone at anytime, even the most vial criminal, might repent and believe, Jesus said, everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. They will not come because they hate the light. Jesus eventually turned his back on the Jews and reached out to the Gentiles. He turned his back on entire towns and cursed them. He instructed his disciples to shake the dust of a town off their feet when they were not received. They were to go and look for more fertile soil to sow the seeds of the kingdom. 

This past century has been a century characterized by darkness. For all the advances that mankind has made there were very dark days that lie ahead. The age of enlightenment promised through science, medicine, industry to usher mankind into a utopian society. Indeed it looked like it might actually happen and then WWI slipped in to dash these hopes. Nationalism reared its ugly head and brought man's head down in shame. The thought then after the war was that it was the war to end all wars. One last final dying breath of man's inhumanity to man. We had gotten it out of our soul. We had washed our hands of the dirty business of war. Now we were set to build the society we'd dreamed of. The peace of Versailles would insure this. Albert Einstein formulated his Theory of Relativity. Airmail service was established in the United States. The 19th Amendment gave American women the right to vote. Gandhi emerged as India's leader in its struggle for independence. Charles Lindbergh flew the "Spirit of St. Louis" from New York to Paris. The world was indeed getting smaller. 

But another spirit had landed in Europe: The spirit of fascism. Hitler was building his Third Reich, and with it death and horror on a scale which mankind had never known. Entering into that war almost too late, the United States turned the tide, righting one of histories greatest wrongs. A great hope dawned as a result of that great victory. Prosperity beyond any ever known improved lives around the world. But there was a shadow that was cast in the dawn. For the war was won in 1945 by the invention of the bomb. And today it still casts its long shadow. 

Since then the Korean War and Vietnam were reminders of just how chaotic the world could be. And then we seemed so close to a lasting peace. The wall had gone down in Berlin. Eastern Europe had opened up. The cold war with Russia had thawed and at that time in the early 1990s, we thought, "Finally! At long last, we can have a peaceful world." But then suddenly on August 2, 1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait launching a crescendo of tension-packed events that led to the Persian Gulf War. Then, ten years later, we experienced the horror and tragedy and heart-wrenching pain of September 11, 2001, which led to the War on Terror, prompting military action in Afghanistan and now in Iraq. And over the last few dramatic days, unforgettable images have captured our minds and touched our hearts. 

There will always be dictators, tyrants, wars, and rumors of war. There will always be the darkness. The story is told of a young man who entered a very strict monastic order. It was so strict that members were permitted to speak only two words per year to the abbot. At the end of year one the young man appeared before the abbot and spoke his two words, "bad food." At the end of the second year the young man appeared before the abbot and spoke two more words, "hard bed". At the end of year three he came to the abbot and spoke his last two words, "I quit." The abbot responded, "Well its about time, because complain, complain, complain is all you've done since you came here." 

We humans are people of darkness. We complain, rebel, work against the Kingdom of God. Death is all we know. Lives filled with the patterns of sin. These are the first things God sees as he looks down upon us, those whose deeds are evil, who fear the light because their evil deeds will be exposed. 

II. 

God does an astonishing thing. He brings the light anyway. He erects a cross of death that we might look up and live. He leads us out of the darkness. He loves the world and does not condemn it. He does not condemn you, if you do not fear the light...if you will believe. Faith, Trust, Belief that’s the second thing that God sees as he looks out over the world: There are those who acknowledge the darkness. There ARE those who live by the truth, who have allowed themselves to be exposed by the light. You see that's the difference. There are not those who are evil and those who are good. The difference is this: There are those who do not want to be exposed and there are those who are willing to be exposed. There are those who hide their evil deeds and there are those who allow God in Christ to shine his light and expose those deeds. In a word we all do evil deeds but if you are truthful you are willing for those deeds to be exposed. 

I love the story that comes out of California. Police there were staging an intense search for a vehicle that was stolen, even to the point of placing announcements on local radio stations to contact the thief. The reason for the intensity of the search lay on the front seat of the stolen car-a box of crackers that, unknown to the thief, were laced with poison. The car owner had created the poisonous crackers intending to use them as rat bait. Now the police and the even owner of the VW Bug were more interested in apprehending the thief to save his life than to recover the car. So often when we run from God, we feel it is to escape his punishment. But what we are actually doing is eluding his rescue. 

When we are willing to have our deeds exposed, we can be saved. Jesus said, whomever lives by the truth comes into the light. 

III. 

Finally, God sees there are those who acknowledge their need for forgiveness. When Nicodemus came to Jesus, he did so under cover of darkness. Jesus said to him, Nicodemus, you must be born again. You must go through a rebirth and learn to live all over again, because up until now you have tried to please God by the Law. You have tried to be righteous through your own efforts. And you see the mess that's gotten you into. You see all the destruction in the world. But now, Nicodemus, God requires one thing. Acknowledge your need for forgiveness, acknowledge that you need to go in a different direction with your life, and acknowledge God's love for you in Jesus Christ. 

That is what mankind needs. He needs the love of God. He needs forgiveness. She needs to recognize her need for forgiveness. He needs to be convinced of this love. Looking back on the last 100 years humans have been intolerably cruel to one another. God looks down and sees the evil but he does what we need most. He says I like you anyone. I love you regardless. I do not condemn you. I am sending you my son so that you might be saved. He will tell you of my love. 

Charles Shulz, creator and author of the Peanuts cartoon characters often conveys a message in his comic strips. In one strip he conveys through Charlie Brown the need we have to be loved and through Lucy our inability to love one another. Charlie Brown and Lucy are leaning over the proverbial fence speaking to one another: 

CB: All it would take to make me happy is to have someone say he likes me.
Lucy: Are you sure? 

CB: Of course I'm sure!
Lucy: You mean you'd be happy if someone merely said he or she likes you? Do you mean to tell me that someone has it within his or her power to make you happy merely by doing such a simple thing? 

CB: Yes! That's exactly what I mean! 
Lucy: Well, I don't think that's asking too much. I really don't. [Now standing face to face, Lucy asks one more time] But you're sure now? All you want is to have someone say, "I like you, Charlie Brown," and then you'll be happy? 

CB: And then I'll be happy!
Lucy: Lucy looks at Charlie Brown, turns and walks away, saying, I can't do it! 

What Lucy cannot do, sinful as she is, God does. What Charlie Brown needs, lost and alone as he is, God supplies. 

God loves you and is telling you today, "He loves you!" "For God so loved the world, that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. "
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Children
People are born physically of human parents, but they are born spiritually of the Spirit. 
Good morning, boys and girls. How many of you know when your birthday is? (Wait for show of hands.) When is it? (Go around the group and let them tell you when their birthdays are.) How old are you going to be on your next birthday? (Let them tell you.) Can anyone tell me what having a birthday means? (Choose someone to tell you.) Oh, it means getting presents! It means you have lived another whole year. I think you forgot something. It means that you were born. It means you have a mother and a father and you were born. The word "birthday" means "the day of your birth" or the day you were born. I brought a birthday party invitation with me today, but it's not for this birthday that we all celebrate every year on the day we were born. It's for your other birthday. Did you know you have another birthday? (Let them respond.) Two birthdays! Some people as they get older don't even like to have one birthday! What are they going to do with two birthdays! Let's look and see when the party is. (Open the invitation and read it. Yours may differ slightly.) Let's see who it's for. It says you! When is it? It has a question mark. Where is it? It has another question mark. What time is it? It has another question mark! This party is for YOU but we don't know where, or when or what time! Let's read some more. How old? It says born of the spirit. I wonder what the means. 
Let's read our lesson today and see if there's a clue. (Read verses 1-8 of the lesson.) Oh, now I see! Jesus says we have human parents. That's our birthday that we usually celebrate every year with a cake and candles and presents. That's one birthday. Then we are born of the Spirit and that's our other birthday. How can we be born of the Spirit? I think we might be born of the Spirit at our baptism. Or it might be at our confirmation, or it might never happen on a special day. It might happen so gradually that you won't ever be able to point to a special day and say, "That's the one!" But when it does, you'll know. Because being born of the Spirit gives you a special feeling. It's a feeling that God loves you and you love God and you feel special. If you already have the feeling, then you are born of the Spirit! 
I 
That which bites you can also heal you. God’s ultimate promise is to heal an ailing creation. Yet there is no healing without hurting. To experience God’s salvation, we must first experience “sinsation.” The very word, “salvation” comes from the word “salve” meaning health. In Jesus’ salvation, God restores his sin-sick creation to perfect health. He does so by first embracing death. 
What the first “Adam” spoiled, Jesus, the “second Adam” will heal. The first Adam in his soiling of God’s perfect environment essentially inaugurated time, space, aging, and an expiration date for all things, organic and inorganic. 
Jesus, the second Adam, will restore the world and reverse death and erosion, offering a gift of eternal life and eternal kingdom with his gift of redemption and salvation. 
If the first human was “Adam Transient,” Jesus shines forth as “Adam Eternal.” 
This configuration of opposites: dark and light, death and life, sin and salve, change and permanence, mortality and eternity, even humanity and divinity pervade the story of the gospels, as well as the earlier Hebrew scriptures. 
Darkness can be changed by the presence of Light. Venom can be eviscerated by Venerative Vision, as we see in the story of Moses’ bronze serpent. Sin can be altered by the presence of Salvation. God can reverse what the human Adam had done by becoming human and changing it back. Everything has its converse. Everything in existence is both dialogic and reversible. 
This conversant dialogue is evident from the beginning of time, as God voices everything into Being, and into relationship. Things appear because of a vibration of opposites.[1] If something throws another thing off kilter, something else must act as a corrective. The universe is a relational balancing act. We understand it in physics. And we understand it in scripture. In this sense, science and religion are not only also dialogic but brilliantly linked. 
The prophecy of the coming messiah therefore had to become true. And the dichotomy of the Living God/Living Human Jesus needed to be the kind of Messiah who could undo our current reality caused by our will to see, know, control, and be through His own descent into darkness and the chaos of death. We achieve life through death, as Jesus explained to Nicodemus about being “born again.” 
Want to be a true Christian? You must be willing to undergo “soul sacrifice,” to allow God to operate on your heart, jumpstart your spirit, and point it in a new trajectory. We say it all the time. The scriptures tell us this. You need to “be changed” to be a true follower of Jesus. You must “die to self” in order to experience eternal life. You must be willing to take up your cross and follow Jesus if you want to enter into the kingdom of heaven. 
This “dialogue of opposites” defines our faith. 
But do we really believe it? And will we really adhere to it? Will you allow Jesus, the Surgeon of Hearts, to operate on you? 
It’s a risk few of us truly want to take. Cause we like things the way they are. 
This is the real sin of the human spirit, the truth that keeps us from God’s truth. 
If the world is in motion, then sin is stasis. And we as a people love, love, love stasis. 
Our scriptures for today give us a taste of how difficult it is for humans to trust God and put our lives into Jesus’ hands. Let’s read it again. 
“Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.” 
“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.” 
“This is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.” 
We are a people who love darkness, who love to hide, as Adam and Eve did the first time God sought them after they had eaten of the forbidden tree. We are afraid of being seen. Afraid of being authentic. Afraid of being vulnerable. Afraid of Truth and exposing the untruths within ourselves, even if it means we can be healed. We are a people who love the status quo. 
But those who step into the light, who are unashamed to be seen in all of their weakness, illness, sinfulness, incompleteness, will in turn be healed by God, saved by Jesus, restored, and made whole. 
To follow Jesus is to do the exact opposite of what our humanness might cause us to want to do –to hide ourselves, to keep things the way they are, to seek security in stasis, to avoid risk. And yet by avoiding risk, we take the greatest risk of all –we risk our very lives, and condemn ourselves to an eternity of darkness, sin, and ultimate death. 
One of the most brilliant minds in economics, Joseph Schumpeter, realized that all great innovations emerge from the destruction of old systems. He called his principle, “creative destruction.” To create anew for the future, you must first eliminate that which holds you in stasis to the present. 
The gospel gives us this same message. When we truly put our faith in Jesus, we allow him to remake us new. We ask him to help us sacrifice our current “self” in hope that he will reconstruct us into a new Being, a saved, whole, healthy, restored Human Being, a Human Being made in God’s image. 
If anything, this needs to be our focus in this time of Lent. For as Jesus in God’s own self-sacrificial act moves closer and closer to the cross, to embrace death so that he can re-create life, we too are asked to take up a cross and follow him there. 
Lent is time when we think of ourselves in darkness but commit ourselves to moving into the Light. It’s a time of ultimate repentance. It’s a time of supreme commitment, trust, faith, and hope in an unseen future, an eternal tomorrow. 
Because we know that the moment when we appear to sacrifice our freedom, that’s the moment we begin to be truly freed through the gift of Jesus. 
Our God is a God who exists in a universe of opposites. 
Want to live? You must first die. 
Want to be saved? You must first realize you are ill. 
Want to follow Jesus into the eternal kingdom? You must first take up your cross and follow him into the pit. 
As Christians we already know the secret of this trajectory. 
And as Lent moves closer and closer to Easter morning, you know more and more surely that death always results in Life. This is the Law of the Serpent. 
As this Lenten season continues to unfold, may God bless you in your dying and welcome you in your living. 
[1] See www.physicsclassroom.com and Hans Andeweg, “Everything is Energy, Everything is One, Everything is Possible,” April 21, 2016, www.turnerpublishing.com. ChristianGlobe Networks, Inc., , by Lori Wagner 
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Sue Monk Kidd was pregnant with her second child. Her three-year-old son, Bob, was afraid of the dark. Sue tried everything. She tried leaving a light on in the hall and a night-light on in Bob's room. Nothing she did helped; he was still scared of the dark and would cry out in the middle of the night. One night as she held him against her to comfort him, he touched her round abdomen. Little Bob asked, "Mama, is it dark inside there where my little brother is?" He was convinced that his yet unborn sister would be a boy. 
"Yes," his loving mother replied, "it's dark in there."
As Bob thought further he asked, "He doesn't even have a night-light, does he?" 
"No," Sue responded, "not even a night-light."
Then Bob hugged his mother as she patted his head. Bob had one more question for this mother that night, "Do you think my brother is scared all by himself in there?" 
"I don't think so," Sue explained, "because he's not really alone. He's inside of me," It was a very special moment between mother and son. Suddenly Sue had an inspiration. "And it's the same way with you." Sue explained to her son. "When it's dark and you think you're all by yourself, you really aren't. I carry you inside me too. Right here in my heart." 
Sue remembers looking into her son's eyes, wondering if he understood what she meant. Having nothing else to say, Bob went back to bed and was soon asleep. That was the last time he woke up during the night scared. (1) 
Children aren't the only ones who are afraid when night falls. There was once a man named Nicodemas. Nicodemas was a high-ranking member of the Pharisees but he was confused and frightened. Nothing was making sense to him. The more he struggled to understand, the more confused and frightened he became. Then he heard about Jesus, and he thought that perhaps Jesus could help him. Under the cover of darkness Nicodemas set out to find this itinerant teacher. He caught up with Jesus on the outskirts of town. 
Unfortunately Jesus wasn't much help. At one point in their conversation Jesus tells Nicodemas, "No one can see the kingdom of God without being born again." Jesus was speaking, of course, of spiritual rebirth, but Nicodemus was thinking of physical birth. "How can anyone be born after having grown old?" Nicodemas asks. "Can he go back into his mother's womb?" Nicodemas was confused. Jesus simply wasn't making any sense. 
Then Jesus reminded Nicodemus of the time Moses and the children of Israel were in 
the desert. Certainly Nicodemus, a high-ranking Pharisee would understand an illustration from the pages of the Torah. Out in the desert some of the people of Israel were being bitten by snakes. In fact some of the Israelites had died as a result of snake bites. It was such a problem that Moses sought out God for a solution. 
God instructed Moses, "Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live." Moses did as God had instructed him. He placed a snake high on a pole. When the people looked at the snake they were healed. They no longer even feared snakes. Nicodemus remembered the story Jesus was referring to. In the same way, Jesus tells Nicodemus, people will one day look to the cross and live. "Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness," says Jesus, "so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life." 
LOOK TO THE CROSS. 
That was Jesus' advice to Nicodemas as understood by the early church. Look to the cross. In those moments when fear seems to get the better of us ” when the light at the end of the tunnel is an oncoming train ” when the only luck we seem to have is bad luck ” look to the cross. That is where our hope lies ” on a hill called Golgotha. When we are discouraged, when we are down and nearly out, when we are experiencing our own dark night of the soul, look to the cross. 
That was a discovery that Harry Teuchert made. For years Harry had been a successful publisher of anniversary books. He also sold specialized advertising and promotional materials to churches. Everything in his life seemed to be perfect. A lovely home, a family, a solid future; but all this suddenly collapsed. His wife informed him she was leaving him. She was in love with someone else. 
Devastated, he tried to cope, work, continue with his life, but this tragedy was too overwhelming. A few days after his wife was gone, he began to reflect upon his life. His marriage was ending in divorce. He must have been at fault somewhere. Where had it gone wrong? Despite all the other positives he had going for him, he felt himself to be a complete failure with nothing for which to live. 
He was on the road traveling to a church for a meeting with an anniversary committee to explain the layout for their publication. Arriving early on a hot summer day, he went into the church and sat down in the fellowship hall, which was in the basement and was cooler than the rest of the church. 
Suddenly, he began to contemplate suicide. His life was over. All was finished. As he sat at a table, he began to cry intensely, holding his head in his hands. The more he wept, the more he was convinced that his life had ended. He would continue no more. He was beaten. It would be so easy to end it all. As he looked up, in total despair, he 
noticed a faded poster on the far wall. Depicted was the image of a man, in that same total despair he was experiencing, head in hands and in complete anguish. As he studied the poster further, he noticed a smaller image in the lower right corner of the poster. Portrayed were three small crosses, on a hill, surrounded by an ashen sky. Beneath the center cross these simple words were inscribed, "I know how you feel, I've been there myself." 
While staring at these words, Harry fell to his knees and prayed, "God help me." Suddenly Harry felt the power of the Holy Spirit inundate his entire being. He rose and promised himself, "I'm going to beat this thing. I can do all things in Christ who strengthens me." After that prayer Harry got on with his life and never looked back. Today he is a pastor, serving the God who came to him in his moment of greatest trial. 
Are you in pain this morning? Like Harry Teuchert? Like Nicodemas? Look to the cross. Draw your strength from Christ. Jesus is saying to you this morning, "I know how you feel. I've been there myself." Look to the cross. That is our first word for the morning. The second has to do with what we find on that cross. 
AT THE CROSS WE ENCOUNTER LOVE IN ITS PUREST FORM. 
The story of Nicodemas does not end with the allusion to the serpent in the wilderness. Jesus has a message for Nicodemas and for us as well. It was to the hurting Nicodemas that Jesus spoke these words from John's Gospel that we all love so well: "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life." God so loved the world.... Jesus was trying to move Nicodemas from a life of law to a life of love. He was trying to impress on Nicodemas the extravagance of God's grace. He was trying to tell Nicodemas that God's devotion to His children is beyond measure. It is love in its purest form. 
There is a story that comes out of the Bedouin culture. "Bedouin" is the Aramaic name for "desert dwellers." These people live much as the characters of the Old Testament did. During a heated argument, according to this story, a young Bedouin struck and killed a friend of his. Knowing the ancient, inflexible customs of his people, the young man fled, running across the desert under the cover of darkness, seeking safety. 
He went to the black tent of the tribal chief in order to seek his protection. The old chief took the young Arab in. The chief assured him that he would be safe until the matter could be settled legally. 
The next day, the young man's pursuers arrived, demanding the murderer be turned over to them. They would see that justice would prevail in their own way. "But I have given my word," protested the chief. 
"But you don't know whom he killed!" they countered. 
"I have given my word," the chief repeated. 
"He killed your son!" one of them blurted out. The chief was deeply and visibly shaken with his news. He stood speechless with his head bowed for a long time. The accused and the accusers as well as curious onlookers waited breathlessly. What would happen to the young man? Finally the old man raised his head. "Then he shall become my son," he informed them, "and everything I have will one day be his." (2) 
The young man certainly didn't deserve such generosity. And that, of course, is the point. Love in its purest form is beyond comprehension. No one can merit it. It is freely given. It is agape ” the love of God. Look to the cross. At the cross we encounter love in its purest form. And one thing more. 
IN THE CROSS WE FIND HEALING AND LIFE. 
Billy Graham tells of meeting a young man at one of his crusades who was confined to a wheelchair. The young man was suffering in the last stages of terminal cancer. It was a dark night of the soul for the young man. He was filled with anger and bitterness. He had read too many books promising health to believers. He had met too many well- meaning Christians who had promised him a miraculous healing from his disease. As he continued to get sicker and sicker, he grew more and more uncertain. 
His parents loved him dearly and took him to one faith healer after another. Each one prayed for his dramatic healing. The young man had prayed and fasted, he sincerely believed in Jesus but nothing happened. Instead he was dying. Graham's crusade was the last meeting the young man would ever attend. At the crusade that night there was a youth emphasis. The speaker was Joni Eareckson Tada. Many of you know her story. At the age of 17 Joni was paralyzed in a diving accident. She too had prayed for healing. Yet she remained confined to a wheelchair as a quadriplegic. Sitting there in that wheelchair Joni spoke from her heart, confessing her early anger at remaining crippled after praying and believing a miracle would occur. But a miracle did take place in her life, though not the one she had been praying for. Instead God met her in her pain and gave her life new meaning and a new direction in spite of her suffering and disappointment. 
Joni's honesty set that dying young man free. He was able to let go of his bitterness and anger. He stopped seeing himself as one who did not have enough faith. Instead he came to see Christ in a new way. Not long after that crusade the young man died, "but his parents were able to rejoice," Dr. Graham says because, "he had not died angry and bitter. He simply gave his life back to his loving Father by giving himself completely to Jesus Christ." (3) He was set free from his dark night of the soul and experienced new 
life. 
Look to the cross. See there love in its purest form. See there healing and life. When we look to the cross we discover a God who loves and cares deeply for each of us ” a God who carries each of us near His heart. 
Sue Monk Kidd said it well to her three-year-old son Bobby. "I carry you inside me too. Right here in my heart." So it is with God. "First God was only `up there'" explains Sue Monk Kidd. "Then God was `all around.' Next I began to see that God was also `within me.' And now, most shocking of all," Sue says, "I was finding that I am and always was `within God.'" (4) 
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