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We've all seen it. That cute poster of a kitten, hind feet dangling in the air, its front claws dug in frantically, keeping her chin-upping above the ground. Underneath the picture of this panicked pussycat is the admonition, "Hang In There!" 

They say this is a Friday morning message needed to help us stick it out to the weekend. But it seems to me there are two strange facets of this picture. 

[image: image1.wmf]First, why do we grin we when we see it? We aren't all abusive cat-haters enjoying the distresses of frantic felines. No, we smile for the same reason we laugh at slapstick. It’s a burst of relief that this time the one falling flat isn't us. We sympathize and empathize but then we heave a sigh of thanks. 

We also assume rescue awaits the kitten if it can "hang in there" long enough. But in all the versions of this portrait I have seen, you can just see a few inches below the kitten. You can't tell if she is afraid to drop three inches to a grassy lawn or if she is dangling above the open jaws of a pit bull! We assume a happy ending, a safe landing. Otherwise, hanging in there wouldn't make sense. 

We all have “crises” that can be weathered by just "hanging in there." A frustrating week of work is followed by a weekend. A sniping, snarling car trip with the kids will end. Head colds eventually go away. Even do-nothing meetings adjourn. Sometimes "hanging in there" is all that’s required. 

Other situations call for more than dangling through. When your ship is sinking you've got to break out the rafts and row!

Jesus faced a fight to the death with evil -- and that called for more than "hang in there." 

The action Jesus took that went beyond "hang in there" stuns us still. Instead of capitalizing on popularity and brandishing a zealot's sword, Jesus became Isaiah's Suffering Servant.

When accused, the Suffering Servant does not mount a defense but offers himself up to the angry abuse of others. In fact, the servant willingly gives his abusers three separate targets: his back, his cheek and his face. 

His Back: "I gave my back to those who struck me" (Isaiah 50:6a). By offering his back, the Servant refused to strike back, to defend himself. His back takes whatever abuse is dished out. To give one's back is not to back away, but to "stay in there" and "stand in there." 

Turning the back means one intends to remain vulnerable, to maintain a posture that makes defensive retaliation impossible. By turning his back the Suffering Servant moves God's purpose of salvation forward.

His Cheek: I gave "my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard" (50:6b). By turning his cheek (to have his beard pulled out!) the Suffering Servant remains vulnerable and even seems to be "asking for it," attempting, in Paul’s words, to "overcome evil with good." To turn one's cheek is to "move in there" not allowing God's mission to be outflanked by the Evil One. 

Repeated "in-your-face" abuse like Jesus suffered could only be endured with a strategy for mission and ministry that is determinedly "moving in there" and even "running in there." It took the most creative, imaginative, energetic, adrenalin-pumping faith to enable Jesus, the Suffering Servant, to stand before his enemies, to risk everything in his encounter with Jerusalem.

His Face: "I did not hide my face from insult and spitting" (50:6c). By setting his face for the ultimate degradation, the Suffering Servant found transformative strength. He didn't simply "hang in there" with a drooping, hangdog appearance. Jesus was able to "smile in there" and to "pray in there."

Jesus' faith enabled him to set his face "like flint." Assured of God's purpose and presence, the Servant was not disgraced, no matter how he was treated. Jesus embodied the Servant's confidence and courage when he first "set his face toward Jerusalem." The flintlike set of Jesus’ face showed his steely determination to see his mission through; he had a face-forward faith. 

Life is filled with hazards, hardships, conflicts, contests and con artists. It’s not enough just to "hang in there," head down, teeth gritted, hoping we will somehow get through. Nor is it enough to "hang out there" waiting for things to change. 

Will we follow Jesus' example? We can "stay and stand in there" by giving life our backs; "move and run in there" by giving life our cheeks; "smile and pray in there" by giving life our faces. In this life we can "do everything in there" but hang. Jesus hung from a cross so that we don't have to. Whatever you are going through, give life your all -- your back, your cheek and your face.
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