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The Ham Sandwich Gospel       -Jon Wells 
     Nobody likes pain, but pain is a universal reality of our world. If you live long enough, you will live to suffer- to             
experience pain. There is a false gospel floating around that goes something like this; ‘Jesus suffered so that I don’t have to. 
Jesus wants me to be comfortable.’ Let me assure you, friend, as popular as that gospel is, it will disappoint you. If you   
stick around planet Earth for more than a few years, you will find that pain is the universal human condition. Just try    
growing old! 
     Pain enters into our lives in many forms. It often arrives as a physical injury. Our hospitals are filled with suffering people. 
Surgeries and broken bodies always bring some level of suffering. But the varieties of pain abound. A cancer diagnosis. A 
personal failure. A painful divorce. Financial collapse. The loss of a close friend. Rejection. The onset of a mental illness. The 
death of a family member. The loss of a job. Pain comes in all shapes and forms, often when you least expect it. Seasons of 
suffering sweep over us like a blustery spring storm advancing across the plains. You and I can no more hold back a season 
of suffering than we could reverse the weather. And while we delight in the gospel of convenience, all too many of us find 
ourselves abruptly locked in the dark room of suffering. 
     Your average Joe typically obsesses over two things when he finds himself in this dark room. Thing number one:  how do 
I get out of the room? How do I ease this pain? How do I end my suffering? Where is the exit? I would just as soon be at 
home with the sun shining, eating a ham sandwich. I’m not greedy. It is not as if I want to trade my pain for obscene wealth 
or grandiose success. I’m not shooting for the stars here- I will happily settle for that ham sandwich. I would rather be any-
where, doing anything, than have to sit in the dark room of suffering. 
     When we find ourselves trapped in these dark seasons for any length of time, I find that there is a second question that 
rises to the surface. Why did this happen? Why me? The spiritually inclined person may have the common sense to ask the 
One who perhaps has the answers. God, why did You allow this? Why is this been permitted in my life? 
     We see this illustrated in a story that John relates in the ninth chapter of his Gospel. There we meet a man born blind, 
with no hope for cure. There is no escape for him from his literal ‘dark room.’ And so everyone around him is going about 
the business of unpacking the second question. Why did this happen? Who deserves this curse, the child or his parents? 
What is the cause of his suffering? Such considerations sweep us into a never-ending theological   debate, and we get lost in 
the question. 
     It is exactly this obsession with the two questions of suffering that make it impossible for us to see the truth.   Lately, I 
have been trying to unpack a startling revelation. Jesus himself is in the dark room. Stop. Take a breath and read that again. 
While I frantically search for the door, He waits in the darkness. I beg and plead for answers, and still He waits. I am        
desperate to get back to ‘normal.’ Jesus, why can’t I return to my ham sandwich? But Jesus frequently waits for those     
who are wise enough to settle down and ask a simple question. 
     “Jesus, are you here?” 
     You see, our theology of suffering leaves much to be    desired. We are more 
than happy to find God in the victories. God is in the blessing, He is in the abun-
dance,  He is in the overflow of my life! God is in the success, the financial     
windfalls, and the sunny days. But is God in the dark room of suffering? Surely 
God is not there! I may never sit still long enough to ask. Continued on page 4 . . . . 



     Have you ever walked on broken glass?  Do you remember the sound and the feeling as it 
cracked under your feet? During my last visit, I experienced an unusual amount of distress 
from many of the residents.  It reminded me of those broken pieces of glass that I had walked 
on after breaking a window when I was young. I want to invite you to take a walk with me 
through a residential facility- a walk through halls of broken glass. 
     My first stop was in one of the male units during lunch time. Most of the young men were 
on the unit. I was even able to meet some of the children that are usually in the school build-
ing. They were happy to see me. After greeting them, they shared what has been going on 
lately. I showed them some pages from the 'Action Bible,' and they loved it. However, one of 
the young men that I talked to was very upset. Darren was complaining that he didn’t have the 
clothes that his mother had sent him. (name changed for privacy) He accused the staff of 
keeping the clothes from him on purpose as a punishment. I had not seen Darren so agitated 
before, so I stood by and listened even as I engaged with the other children. The bell rang and 
Darren refused to go to class until he got his clothes. He sat down, crossed his arms, and  
didn’t move. The rest of his peers returned to class leaving only three young men in the room.   
I called Darren over to me. I told him to always give the benefit of the doubt to others because 
we don’t always know everything that is happening with that individual. My intent was not to 
make up an excuse but to help the young man have compassion even through his own pain.  
     “The staff may have forgotten with everything else going on in the units.”  
      Darren responded, “No, she is doing this on purpose.”  
     “Who are you hurting by not going to class?” 
     “Nobody.” 
     I told him that he was only hurting himself. "Just because you are not    getting your  way, 
you shouldn’t create more problems for yourself by missing school. School is something that 
will only benefit you in the long run. Never give people power over your own life so much that 
you close doors of opportunity." 
      Darren thanked me, and turned to his staff. "I need to go to class." 
     Have you ever been there before?  Have you judged the motives of others and just the 
thoughts alone made you act in ways that you we normally would not do?  I remember a verse 
that Paul penned, “Therefore do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the 
Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the  
motives of men's hearts, and then each man's praise will come to him from God.”  
1 Corinthians 4:5. Let’s remember that only God can judge the motives of the hearts of men.    
I believe this would help us to walk with compassion and build relationships.  
     Next month we will continue our walk through halls of broken glass. We go and minister in 
these places with one goal in mind- to help pick up the pieces. 
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      After a minute of his ecstatic laughter, it became impossible to 
continue taking  myself so seriously. I started laughing too. I could-
n’t stop. What was going on?! After thinking further on it, I believe 
this kid took the parable quite seriously but when he   related it to 
the brokenness of his own family, he could only express his experi-
ence through humor! 
      This is just one of the many peculiar moments that have formed 
within me a deep value for playfulness. I’ve started to see it as es-
sential to my spiritual life. I’ve begun to notice that things that I have 
deemed ‘unspiritual’ or ‘immature’ in the past were often just ideas 
that challenged my view of God and myself. Somehow, I’ve picked 
up this image of God as someone who never smiles, laughs, plays, 
or does anything funny. It is this rigid, unbiblical vision of God that 
kids have challenged in me and I am still   learning to let it go. 
     In contrast to such a rigid vision, I love the way that Meister 
Eckhart describes the playfulness of God: 
     “Do you want to know what goes on in the heart of the Trinity? I 
will tell you. In the heart of the Trinity, the Father laughs and gives 
birth to the Son. The Son laughs back at the Father and gives birth 
to the Spirit. The whole Trinity laughs and gives birth to us.” 
      If Eckhart is right, then to be created in God’s image means that 
we were not only created for serious work, but also for play and 
laughter! In the Gospels, we see Jesus welcoming children, even 
as the disciples seek to remove them to get back to the “serious” 
work of ministry. We see Jesus make strange statements that we 
miss the humor of because we’ve been so conditioned to sit up 
straight and keep our grins at bay. If you don’t think so, read Jesus 
teachings to a five-year-old. A kid can’t help but catch the playful 
humor of casting pearls before pigs, straining out a gnat to swallow 
a camel, having a log in your eye while trying to get a speck out of 
your brother’s! 
      If such playfulness is necessary to be whole as human beings, 
we deny our innate playfulness and hold back our laughter to our 
own detriment. When we refuse healthy play and recreation as 
nonspiritual or immature, we only reject a God-created piece of 
ourselves. Refusing to enjoy something as simple as a game of tag 
with one’s kids only dams up the need for play that the human soul 
knows as an eternal quality.  

The Spirituality  
    of Playfulness -Skyler Martin 

     It was not my plan to serve in youth ministry. Straight out of college 
I jumped into part-time youth ministry at a local church, as well as full-
time ministry in a teen recovery program. A few years later I began 
working with Days of Hope, ministering to youth in residential pro-
grams. Again, this was not my plan. 
      My plan was to go to graduate school and pursue a career in aca-
demia. I wanted to continue studying theology, philosophy, and history 
(all of which I still do, just not within an academic program) and pursue 
work within a university. I was (and still tend to be) a ‘serious’ guy, 
interested in things that are theological and ‘spiritual.’ 
     I may return to school in the future; I’m not sure. But I’m convinced 
that it was God’s intention to place me among youth and children. As 
serious as I was, I was unprepared for the undignified, beautiful gift 
they presented me; learning how to play again.    Somewhere along 
the line in my studies and circumstances as a student, I’d forgotten 
how to have fun. I had almost completely forsaken play. Whether in 
the form of sports, games, jokes, or general silliness, I had somehow 
convinced myself that I just wasn’t the kind of person who needed 
those things. 
     But you don’t last long in youth ministry of any kind if you don’t 
learn how to play.   So as uncomfortable as it was, I started playing 
basketball, tag, Frisbee, and whatever other spontaneous activity 
occurred. I began allowing myself to enjoy a good joke and appreciate 
a good hard laugh. I started realizing how hilarious kids actually are, 
not because they are the objects of laughter but because they are 
actually funny! Many young people have become for me living ser-
mons of God's joyful and playful nature! 
     I remember giving my most heartfelt and serious explanation of the 
parable of the prodigal son to a young man in a residential facility 
during my first months with Days of Hope. When I had finished shar-
ing, he looked at me somberly. His eyes were huge. 
      “That’s dope!” he exclaimed. It was quiet for a few moments. Then 
he concluded, “But if my old man ever welcomes me back, he better 
have some cash to throw my way because I’m BROKE!” 
      I sat there totally confused while the young man laughed hysteri-
cally. In all my  seriousness, I was totally caught off guard. What the 
heck is this kid thinking? Didn’t he hear this profound story?! What 
kind of response is that? Continued on back page . . . . 



The Spirituality of Playfulness continued . . . 

Ham Sandwich Gospel continued . . . 

     The writer of Hebrews addressed this issue in 
a passage that has challenged me in so many 
ways. The very suggestion that Jesus had to 
learn anything, or that He was ‘made perfect;’ 
these ideas deconstruct so many of the fairy tale 
notions that I cling to. What is the thing that the 
book of Hebrews suggests made Jesus perfect? 
The answer is clearly suffering. What’s more, 
scripture shows us how Jesus asked to escape 
the pain of the cross as He wrestled in prayer in 
the Garden of Gethsemane. There in the garden, 
the   Father chose not to give Jesus an easy exit 
from His dark room of suffering.  
     This was true for Jesus, as it is true for us. 
There is something going on in your dark room. 
There is something important happening in those painful    
spaces. The kingdom of God is   shaking and rumbling in the 
dark room, but most of the time I don’t have the common 
sense to see it. I am too busy looking for the door, too busy 
demanding an answer why. What would happen if I silenced my 
cries and began groping about in the dark? What would happen 
if I tried to find Jesus in the dark room? 
      I assure you my friend, the crucified Christ is there!  It is 
revelation enough to stumble across Jesus in my seasons of 
suffering. It is sufficient just that He is present. But there is so 
much more. Did you know that God is speaking to us in those 
painful places? Jesus is more than present, He often has some-
thing to tell you. Did you know that if we would simply settle 
down we would hear something from the very heart of God? 
     And this is the great mystery of suffering. There are pieces of 
the kingdom of God that you will never find on a normal day. 
There are revelations that simply do not come through a ham 

sandwich. It is often in the dark room that He 
tells you who you are. Greater still, He shows 
you who He is. There are great treasures to be 
found in the  painful spaces. 
     Beyond that, there is profound brotherhood 
in suffering. Go and take a vacation with a good 
friend. Three years from now you will likely only 
be able to remember 10% of it. But spend one 
night in a fox hole with a total stranger, and the 
two of you have become lifelong brothers. Any 
veteran will tell you that the bonds of battle run 
deep. Think back over your own life, and you 
will see that this is true. In His goodness, God 
often sends us sisters and brothers to guard us 
in the foxholes of life. They come and join us in 
the dark room, but we often do not appreciate 

what they offer. Mutual suffering is one of the most power-
ful mediums for connection. Aside from the people that God 
sends to be with us in our suffering, Jesus is in the room! 
Isaiah called Him the despised and rejected one, the man of 
suffering, familiar with pain. You can discover a deep           
connection with the crucified Christ in your suffering, if you 
would only look for it. 
    Friends, be sure that I do not wish pain on any of you- If I 
had my preference, each of you would walk a smooth and 
easy path. But I know that my wishful thinking is an   empty 
exercise. You and I will face difficult seasons in the days to 
come. Some of you are in that dark room even now, as you 
read this. Let me encourage you, whatever the storm, to 
courageously settle yourself and begin to look for the king-
dom in your suffering. Stop asking Jesus why and start   
seeking His heart.  
       You will be surprised at the riches waiting to be found.  

7 During the days of Jesus’  
life on earth, he offered up 
prayers and petitions with 
fervent cries and tears to 
the one who could save 
him from death, and he 

was heard because of his       
reverent submission. 8 Son 
though he was, he learned 
obedience from what he  

suffered 9 and, once made 
perfect, he became the 

source of eternal salvation 
for all who obey him            

 -Hebrews 5 

     Rejecting silliness and good hard laughter doesn’t dull our innate need for it at all. It only distorts it and pushes it into the darkness.   
If we insist on being incessantly serious people, we will seek to fill the need for play in some hidden, controlled, and ‘mature’ way, such 
as having a few too many drinks, surfing the internet for pornography, binge-watching a favorite Netflix series, or finding some other 
release valve for all the seriousness of life. The presence of these hidden habits are signs that we are so ashamed of having fun that we 
can only do it in the darkness when we are isolated and away from the community that God’s placed us in. 
     Increasingly, I’m coming to see myself as God’s kid on God’s playground. This newfound awareness of the playful nature of God 
does not negate the profound and serious reality of his call to discipleship. Certainly, the infinite God cannot be reduced to being some 
kind of cosmic comedian. I must continue in my responsibilities and take seriously the things that God has called me to do, while en-
couraging others to do the same. But I am free to minister joyfully, not in a way that treats the beauty of laughter or the relief of a pick-up 
game of basketball as immaturity. To be whole, one must play! 
     I’m still learning to stop being so serious and enjoy the playfulness of the Gospel. I’m extremely thankful for the ministry of children 
and youth who never cease ministering this hilarious, good news to me.  


