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Sermon for March 6, 2022—“The Uneasy Burden” 
First Sunday in Lent, Year C—Texts: 1 Corinthians 2:1-6, 12-16; Luke 4:1-13 

Well, here we are on the first Sunday of Lent. Yippee—right? It’s kind of hard to get 

excited about Lent. Lent—when done correctly—is hard. It’s the antithesis of Advent, 

where there’s lots of joyful preparation for a joyful holiday, which is, of course, 

Christmas.  

Lent is different. Instead of the conspicuous consumption of Advent—of food and gifts, 

and so forth—Lent asks us to give up, and do without. We’re asked to be disciplined. 

We’re asked to repent, to fast and pray. Like Advent, there’s a joyful holiday waiting at 

the end, and like Advent we’re to remember the “reason for the season.”  

But that’s pretty much where the similarities end—for me, anyway. Because while 

Advent is focused solely on the birth of Christ, Lent has a dual focus, two things to which 

it looks ahead. The first is the cross of Good Friday. The second is the empty tomb of 

Easter. There is no separating one from the other. There really isn’t, although some try.  

For many, the problem is that the cross, and what it calls to mind—the violence, the 

blood, the suffering—is messy. Too messy. And so, for a number of reasons, it makes us 

feel uneasy or guilty. In many respects—it should. All that violence, all that blood, all 

that suffering, was on our account. 

As a result, there are some who’d prefer to just give it an obligatory sideways glance, or 

nod of acknowledgement, as they pass by on their way to Easter. Others would avoid it 

altogether. We cannot do this. We must not do this, and the reason why is precisely 

because of what it represents: the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. 

So, on this first Sunday of Lent, I’d like to share a story with you. I hope you find it as 

moving as I did. It’s entitled, “The Burden of the Crucifix: What the Sweetbrier Pastor 

Did Instead of Writing Lenten Sermons,” and it was written by James Calvin Schaap, an 

emeritus professor of English at Dordt College in Sioux Center, Iowa.  

 

It wasn’t writer’s block. It’s just that he’d much rather do anything than sit down and 

write Lenten sermons. It wasn’t because he didn’t like writing sermons, but because he 

didn’t like Lent—all that doom and gloom, when what the people wanted was joy, the 

glorious joy of Easter. And so did he. So what he did instead of writing sermons was grab 

that huge crucifix, and head out to the trash. It was heavy, about two feet long at least, 

hung with the body of our Lord, face raised in anguish, legs traditionally bent left over 

right.  

He wanted to get rid of it because really, it was a Roman Catholic thing. He’d had it in 

his study for two weeks, not where people could see it easily—of course. He’d hung it in 

a far corner of his office. At first—he considered it a novelty. Imagine—a real crucifix! 

He’d kept it because it’s not something, you tend to find in a Protestant church.  
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There was something almost medieval about it. It was a part of Christianity—yes—but an 

ancient part, a depressing part, he thought, Christ the sufferer. Thank goodness we’re 

over all that—the agony of the cross, the blood and pain, the weeping and wailing. Thank 

goodness for Easter. Now that was a sermon he could write. What he believed in was the 

empty cross, the resurrection, the glory, the life everlasting. 

Ever since he’d put the crucifix up on his wall, it’d been an irritant, really, so he walked 

out of the church carrying that crucifix in his hand. The garbage truck was due in a few 

minutes, so there he stood holding something, he told himself, that was nothing more 

than piece of fancy wood decorated with, well, the broken body of Jesus Christ. Well, not 

really. It was only a sculpture. A graven image. Just throw it out!  

But, he wondered, should he tuck it beneath the bags of last week’s bulletins, or simply 

lay it on top? How would that look, a crucifix crowning the garbage? On the other hand, 

what if the garbage guy picked up the paper, and found this huge crucifix beneath it? 

Among the church garbage?!? Yikes—how would that look!?! 

The crucifix felt almost radioactive in his hand. He couldn’t just toss it. He’d gotten it 

from his sister. But once it was up on his wall, even inconspicuously, it made the whole 

place, well, unpleasant—an all-too-persistent reminder of Christ’s suffering. His mind 

kept going back and forth. Oh, just put it in the trash for heaven’s sake, put it right on top, 

don’t be coy about it. In a way, throwing it out, would be a confession of faith in the risen 

Lord. Wouldn’t it? 

So he finally laid it right on top, and went back into the church. He waited exactly a half 

hour for the garbage truck to pass. He looked outside and saw the trash can on its side. He 

took a deep breath, and stared at the blank computer screen, fingers poised on the 

keyboard. Nothing came.  

Again, he looked outside at the garbage can, still empty. He really should retrieve the 

can, he told himself, or it would disappear forever down the alley. He walked out to the 

can and—guess what? He found that crucifix—can you believe it?—lying in the grass. 

The garbage guy couldn’t toss it either. Really, how do you toss something like that out? 

How do you throw out a suffering Christ? 

He went back inside, and found a large garbage bag. Then he picked up that crucifix and 

laid it carefully inside the bag. Once more he stepped out the back door. He then walked 

to his car. He laid the bag on the front seat, got in, started the engine, and backed out of 

the driveway, the gravel crunching, beneath his tires. In ten minutes, he was heading 

north out of town, the garbage bag on the seat beside him. All the while thinking about all 

the work he wasn’t getting done, the sermons not being written.   

Keep it—said a voice in his head. But we don’t believe in a crucifix said another voice. 

We don’t dwell on the suffering Christ. We worship—hallelujah!—a risen Lord. We 

don’t need to concern ourselves with the bleeding hands and feet, the gaping wound in 

his side. Christ is risen—that’ll preach! He looked into the rearview mirror—nothing. Get 

rid of it, something told him, once and for all—so he did.  
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He chucked it out the window, and into the ditch. He just threw it, then drove away, like 

he’d just robbed a bank. When he came to the end of the road, he stopped, then made a 

U-turn, and rode by again to make sure it was gone. When he passed the spot—nothing. 

He turned right, and headed back to the church, breathing easily for the first time that 

day. Back at the church, he told himself, the sermon wasn’t going to write itself! But 

what would he say for Lent? Really, everything pointed toward Easter didn’t it?  

The empty cross.  

The empty tomb.  

The joy. 

The praise.  

The trumpets.  

The lilies.  

He didn’t want to deal with the suffering, not with the glory to come. Lent’s depressing, 

what with the ashes, giving stuff up—and who does that now anyway? Certainly not us 

Protestants. But Easter? Easter made the world sing. Easter is joyful! That crucifix lying 

in a ditch, somewhere north of the city? Gone. The suffering Christ? History. The cross 

was empty. No more Jesus hanging in torment. 

A half-hour later there was still nothing on the screen. The office somehow felt empty 

without the crucifix, and the mere idea of his having tossed it out, in a garbage bag, 

seemed like sacrilege. He felt guilty, and he hated feeling guilty. Why’d he do that? 

Why’d he throw it out? Maybe… Maybe—he needed it. Somehow. Someway. Maybe he 

needed the crucifix. Maybe he needed the suffering Christ. 

The sermon still unwritten, he got back in his car, and headed back north. He couldn’t 

leave it in the ditch, just like the garbage man couldn’t throw it away. Why? Well, the 

reason’s actually quite simple, really, yet so deeply true—and here, brothers and sisters, 

is the thing: He needed the suffering Christ. Of course he did. Don’t we all?  

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


