
ON THE RIDGE
Giving Up My Life (Giving Up Part 8)
Texts: Isaiah 53:1-5; John 10:17-18; 15:12-13

Few attributes are as common to all people as the desire for self-preservation. 
The passion to protect ourselves is why some people carry umbrellas or others a 
gun. It is why we seek shelter in the storm or invest in the variety of security 
systems we do. We are naturally committed to keeping our lives as free from 
illness, harm, and pain as we can. We want to stay as far away as possible from 
danger and death. Even the irreligious person will fervently pray in times of 
calamity: “Save me, O God.” 

There is nothing wrong with this, of course. Life IS good and worth preserving. 
But this is also why, when we meet someone for whom self-preservation is NOT 
the prime directive or ruling impulse, it can be somewhat confusing. We almost 
don’t know what to make of such a person. We wonder if there is not something 
a bit wrong with them. Such is the context of the Oscar-winning film, Hacksaw 
Ridge. 

For those who missed it, the movie tells the true story of Desmond Doss, an odd 
young Virginian who played a crucial role in the infamous Battle of Okinawa 
during WWII. Important to the story is the fact that Doss did not need to subject 
himself to the risks he ultimately did. He was already serving our country as a 
naval shipyard worker and could have easily been granted a deferment from 
military service. Doss belonged to a safe, loving circle at home that no ordinary 
person would want to leave behind. There was nothing in his physical 
appearance that you would even think belongs in battle. Desmond Doss looked 
like the scrawniest weakling in your high school gym class. Yet this thin, tender 
shoot of a man determined to enlist as a combat medic. 

This is more puzzling still because Desmond is a strict Seventh-Day Adventist. He 
is religiously committed to non-violence and, therefore, unwilling to carry a gun. 
In other words, he is choosing to give up THE major tool the U.S. Army supplies 
a soldier for self-preservation. “Why??” people keep asking him. “Why, given your 
profile, do you want to walk into the middle of the hell-hole of war?”  For one 
reason, Desmond keeps saying: “I want to save lives.” 

To think the movie is an argument for pacifism or against guns is to miss its true 
point entirely. Hacksaw Ridge is about IRONY. It’s about the stunningly 
unpredictable and even unnatural way that Goodness moves through this world 
and how hard it is for us to see it sometimes. We watch as Desmond Doss is 
misunderstood, maligned, and rejected by most of the people who meet him. We 
see him persecuted and beaten by the very soldiers to whom he was most 



committed. We watch them do everything in their power to drive him away. They 
call Desmond a coward, a rule-breaker, a threat to our security. But, nonetheless, 
the young man stays.

Later, in one of the most famous battles of Okinawa, American troops land on a 
shell-shot beach, scale sheer cliffs, and let down rope cargo nets for others to 
follow. Scores of soldiers clamber like ants up the rope lattice and pour out onto 
the ridge, only to find themselves under withering attack. The enemy rains death 
upon them from fortified bunkers and springs up like banshees from trenches 
and holes in the ground. Terror, blood, and death are everywhere. As the 
casualties mount, night begins to fall, and the Americans retreat down the 
cliffside, leaving for lost dozens of their wounded comrades. None of the 
departing troops seem to notice that one soldier – a scrawny medic of Virginia 
birth – stays behind. One healthy man among the dead or dying.

In the gathering darkness, Desmond Doss goes to work. Crawling through the 
mud and into the face of bowel-melting danger, Desmond seeks out wounded 
soldiers – both American and Japanese. He tends to their injuries, even as he is 
wounded himself. He covers them with his body to shield them from further 
harm. For hour after hour, Desmond Doss drags or carries people who couldn’t 
possibly save themselves and lowers them through bleeding hands down the 
cliffside to safety. All that long night, his recurrent prayer is simply this: “Please, 
Lord, help me get one more.” And one-by-one, in a continuing surrender of 
his own life, Doss saves the lives of 75 people who would have been lost without 
his choice to stay on that ridge. 

Long ago, another man enlisted himself in a much larger struggle. He too chose 
not to arm himself, for the victory he sought required unconventional warfare. 
Like Desmond Doss, he was not a muscular hero. He had no beauty or majesty 
to attract people to him (Isa 53:2). He was despised and rejected by the very 
people he’d come to serve. They made him suffer and feel such pain. The irony 
was that he was the greatest life and love they would ever meet, yet they turned 
their faces from him and held him in low esteem (Isa 53:3). He could have 
lashed back at them, justifiably and with a power more terrifying than any they’d 
ever seen. But Jesus bore the pain and suffering that should have been theirs for 
their sin-sick, blinded madness (Isa 53:4). 

One Friday, at a particularly decisive moment in the Great War, they marched him 
to the top of a ridge outside of Jerusalem and crucified him. They pierced those 
splendid healing hands and feet with iron spikes, hoisted him on a cross, and left 
him there under Evil’s withering attack to die. Where were his comrades in arms, 
Peter and the other disciples? They had retreated from the ridgetop, run to save 
their own lives. Make no mistake, Jesus could have done so too. He could have 
claimed the deferment his righteousness entitled him to. He didn’t have to be in 
this battle. With a single thought, he could have transported himself back into 
that Eternal Circle of Perfect Love that was his home. But the IRONY is, he who 



had every reason and capacity to save himself, didn’t. Jesus voluntarily stayed on 
the ridge. “No one takes my life from me,” said Jesus, “I give up my life of 
my own accord.” (John 10:18). 

As darkness fell over Calvary, and the full penalty of human sin was laid upon 
him, Jesus remained on that cross. No retreat. I imagine him gazing out across 
the cosmic battlefield, at all those faces of all those people like you and me 
whose iniquity had left them mortally wounded… unable to save themselves… 
dying in some trench dug by sin that they’d mistaken for a groove… slowly 
growing accustomed to the constant conflict and carnage of a world that is at 
war and will always be at war until we come home to the only One who can 
bring us peace.

And I hear Jesus whispering in the darkness: “For my sake, Father, FORGIVE 
them… Spare them…  “Please, Lord, help me get just one more.” I see him 
taking you and me in those bleeding hands and dragging us out of harm’s way. I 
see him lifting and carrying us on his ravaged back. I see him lowering us to 
safety down the cliffside. And every time I see this Good Friday movie, I get 
more deeply what the Bible means when it says that “He was pierced for our 
transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that 
brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Isa 
53:5).  Do you? Do you understand what happened and what he did for you and 
for me… on the Ridge? It can be hard to get it.

N.T. Wright describes hearing an esteemed Anglican archbishop recount the story 
of three teenage boys who went to a priest, ostensibly to confess their sins. In 
truth, the boys thought this whole forgiveness thing was quite a joke; so they’d 
made up a list of ridiculous and grievous sins and snickered their way through a 
confession of them. The clergyman, seeing through their ruse, played along with 
the first two, who ran from the church laughing. But then, after listening intently 
to the third prankster, he said: "Okay, you’ve confessed… Now, I want you to do 
something to show your repentance. I want you to walk [over there] and look at 
the picture of Jesus hanging on the cross. I want you to look into his face and 
say, 'You did all that for me and I don't care that much.' I want you to do that 
three times."

So, the boy went up to the front. He looked into the face of Jesus hanging on the 
cross. Then he said: "You did all that for me and I don't care that much." Then 
he said it again. But he couldn't say it a third time, because he was sobbing. The 
archbishop, who was recounting this tale to Tom Wright, said: Do you know why 
I know this story? I was that third boy. “There is something about the cross. 
Something about Jesus dying there for US which leaps over all the theoretical 
discussions, all the possibilities of how we explain it this way or that way and it 
grasps us. And when we are grasped by it, somehow we have a sense that what 
is grasping us is the love of God.”



I hope you feel those hands grasping YOU tonight. I hope it’s not just guilt but 
LOVE that all of us feel. For greater love has no one than this – than to give up 
the drive for self-preservation… to go up and stay on the ridge… to lay down 
one’s life for “JUST ONE MORE” (John 15:12-13).  

Please pray with me … 

Thank you, Jesus, that You are YOU and WE were that One. Amen.
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