I don’t think I have ever been to a graduation and not heard a Chicken Soup for the Soul story. Since I am a youth minister and I have a rather large family, the odds of this happening just by chance aren’t very high. The stories are everywhere, just this week on amazon.com, I saw over 50 varieties of “Soup”. Whatever your situation in life, there is a book for you—I even saw Chicken Soup for the Chiropractor’s Soul. 

I will confess I have heard some of these stories so often that I start to recite them silently as the people read them. Oh yeah, this is the one where the drowning puppy gets rescued at the last minute from the middle of the pool. O, this one is the grandma that is helped in the snowstorm by the truck driver. They are good stories, people caught in perilous situations, overcoming great odds through their hard work and the kindness of others. They give you warm fuzzy feelings on the inside; they are true to their namesake, they are like your mom bringing you a warm bowl of chicken noodle soup when you are sick in bed as a kid. They fill you with hope in the human spirit and remind us of the good humanity is capable of. Frankly, half the time they are far better sermon illustrations than I could ever come up with on my own. 

As much as I like using them, ‘cause honestly they can making writing sermons a whole easier, I can’t hardly do it anymore. Because I know the stories aren’t enough. (1)There are too many pains and hurts in this world that can’t be solved through human means. I can’t look someone in the eye and tell them, “keep it up; it will all be okay in the end” because it “keeping it up” isn’t always the best thing to do.  Someone can hope, dream and work for the very best and yet it doesn’t happen. If you are only relying on yourself or the good of humanity and it doesn’t work, you have nothing left. That is a very scary and lonely place to be. Have you been there? Have you ever known there was nothing you could do? You played all your cards, did every trick up your sleeve, ran every play in your playbook and the situation wasn’t changing. You are left with an unmistakable feeling of despair and helplessness. 

That is when you need real hope. Real hope doesn’t come from within, it only comes from God. 

Do you know the Brer Rabbit story? Many of you might have heard it as a child. It was originally told by slaves as a subversive tale of a seemingly powerless character overcoming the powerful. Theologian NT Wright writes how this story can teach us a lot about Jesus. Let me tell you an abbreviated version of it, I believe he is on to something...

Brer Fox sets up a tar baby as a trap to catch Brer Rabbit and it works, Brer Rabbit quickly gets stuck beyond belief in the tar baby. Brer Fox says "There you are and there you'll stay until I fix up a brush pile and fire it up, "cause I'm going to barbecue you today, for sure," Then Brer Rabbit started talking mighty humble. 

"I don't care what you do with me, Brer Fox, "Just don't fling me in that briar patch. Roast me, Brer Fox, "But don't fling me in that briar patch." 

"It's so much trouble to kindle a fire," says Brer Fox "that I expect I'd better hang you.” "Hang me just as high as you please, says Brer Rabbit, "but for the Lord's sake, don't fling me in that briar patch." 

"I don't have any string,” says Brer Fox, and he begins to go through many different ways he is going to destroy him, and everything he says Brer Rabbit agrees to, just so long as he doesn’t get flung into briar patch. 

Of course, Brer Fox wanted to get Brer Rabbit as bad as he could, so he caught him by the hind legs and slung him right in the middle of the briar patch. There was a considerable flutter when Brer Rabbit struck the bushes, and Brer Fox hung around to see what was going to happen. 

By and by he heard someone call his name and 'way up on the hill he saw Brer Rabbit sitting cross-legged on a log combing the tar pitch out of his hair with a chip. Then Brer Fox knew the Rabbit had won. 

The Pharisees and Roman government thought that they had won when they put Jesus on the cross--just like Brer Fox thought he had won when he threw the rabbit in the briar patch. They had tried over and over to trap Jesus with their devious words and believed they had finally got him and that Jesus would never able to become the type of political, religious leader they thought he was seeking to be. Everyone had rejected him, even his closest followers denied him. It was a great victory in their eyes. 

But we now know that victory wasn’t real. In the end, they were the ones looking ridiculous, because evil didn’t win. What seemed to be a hopeless situation was far from it. For the story doesn’t end on the cross, there is a lot more to it—an empty tomb, women told great news, a doubting man experienced the truth. Christ rose.  The resurrection changes things, it is a new beginning. For suddenly people become aware that we aren’t playing by our rules, we are part of God’s plan which is far better and bigger than we can understand. God does what we are not capable of. That why God is more than a chicken noodle soup story, God offers us more than comfort when we are hurting, God changes things. 

The problem is we rarely believe that. We believe everything is up to us and we get into trouble when we reach the limit of what we can handle. We feel very alone and abandoned by God. But, God never leaves us; instead most often we fail to recognize God’s presence and power. 

I totally own that I am a control freak and I have had to learn over past couple of months that I can not control everything in my life. I have said more than once I can fix the world if I have enough Diet Coke you have probably heard me say it. A mentor (3) of mine told me, “If you keep believing that, you will get hurt.” I didn’t want to believe her; working hard enough to fix things was my way of protecting myself. It has been an incredibly painful realization to know that there are times when things hurt and I can’t do anything to stop them. Frankly, it is terrifying. I have had to come to God know differently. 

I no longer want to believe that God shines light in the darkness, I HAVE to believe it. The God who shockingly raised His own Son from the dead can certainly act in our lives. It does not matter what the world throws at us, God is going to win. That is why we can have real hope. That is why the cross is a victory.

So why should anyone be baptized and follow Christ? Dr. Sally Brown says it best, “In [our] baptism, God starts with us at the end. In baptism, everything we might have counted on to keep us afloat, including our own capacity for goodness- even our faith in human nature- is surrendered to a watery death. We pass through death with Jesus, and rise up with nothing left to us but a life anchored in the promise and hope of resurrection. This hope sustains the one claimed by God, whether she encounters in her life the surprising human kindness, courage, and insight of which the [chicken soup] stories speak, or mind-blasting suffering (1).”

Because of Christ you can know real hope, a sustaining hope that doesn’t fade away or disappear when it seems the most improbable. As we enter into our time of silent reflection, I encourage you listen to God’s voice as it whispers to the places you need real hope in your life. Perhaps you are in a great place right now, I hope you will hear God calling you to bring hope to others. Let us listen. 
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