“Hang in There”

In the midst of our anguish, torment, fear, and suffering, these words don’t quite cut it!    
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Ten years ago, the wife of one my close friends was diagnosed with a Craniocervical Junction abnormality, a condition where there is not enough room in the vertebrae at the base of the skull, and her brainstem was slowly and painfully being compressed.
After years of painful treatments, surgeries, immobilizations, no success has been found to turn this condition around.  Every day for 10 years, she was getting worse and worse and her family could do nothing but watch.  Eventually this brainstem compression had slowly taken away her ability to walk, move, talk and even see.  There was a day where she could not hug her husband, look upon her three children, nor even recognize their voices or who they were.  Then, as a family, they made the excruciating decision to admit her into a Hospice home, simply preparing for her to die…at only 41 years old!  
At that time, he told me the worst possible thing he could imagine would be if his wife would live longer than a few weeks.  She was on so much medicine, in so much pain, unable to do anything…it was just too much for he and his family to exist in this ‘waiting to die’ mode for longer than a couple weeks.  That…was over a year ago, and his wife continues today in Hospice care.

He tried to keep things as normal as he could for his family…but there was always something agonizing about going work, or going to the kids sports games, plays, and events and cheering them on, while your wife lies dying in a hospital bed somewhere.  
On top of it all, he is a Pastor and expected to perform at a high level preaching every week, visiting others, attending committee meetings and hearing the complaints about the color of paint on the walls, or the hymn choice in the last service.  He admits, there were just times that he didn’t feel ‘faithful.’
In the middle of making the decision to admit his wife to Hospice, I checked in on my friend.  At the end of our long conversation, and to give him some encouragement, I said, “Hang in there” and “be strong.”  He looked at me with tired eyes and said, “I know you mean well, but somehow, ‘Hang in there’ and ‘be strong’ just doesn’t seem to cut it.  I really don’t have a choice, do I?”  He went on to tell me how hard it is for him to hear people try to comfort him by saying things like “this is all a part of God’s plan,” or “trust God’s plan,” or anything that has to do with a plan. He refuses to acknowledge a God who ‘plans’ to bring this kind of pain, suffering, and agony into anyone’s life!

TRANSITION


For too long, well-meaning people, including myself, have used advice like “look on the bright side,” “Things will get better.” “Trust God’s plan,” “Hang in there.”  But to any of us who have ever really faced divorce, bankruptcy, cancer, death, depression, layoffs, or any other suffering that comes in this life…I am here to tell you that Optimism is Not Good News. Optimism is a flimsy, tenuous wish that things will change…a focus on the glass being half-full.  But what do we say to the people who are drowning in the half-empty part? You see, we just can’t peddle optimism to those who are really suffering.  
SCRIPTURE


Today’s scripture comes from Lamentations , a book most preachers are afraid to preach from because of its vivid and emotional accounts of horrific pain and suffering.  The authors witnessed the devastation of the destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians in 586 BCE and especially their beloved temple.  If you don’t get the significance, think about like this…this was the promised land…given to the Jews by God himself.  God personally intervened, saved them from slavery in Egypt, protected them in the wilderness, to bring them here, and to be their God. For generations, God loved them, protected them, advised them, counseled them, and nurtured them.  But now, the invading Babylonians swept in and ravaged this ‘promised’ land.  They destroyed the great city and tore down the temple and whisked the Jews into captivity hundreds of miles away.
If you were a Jew, what would you think?  What explanation would you have for this devastation to you and God’s people?   

Where are you God?  How could you let this happen?  What have we done to deserve this?  Where are you?  Help us!  How will we ever survive?  Don’t you care?  Don’t you love us anymore?  My guess is most of us have had questions like this…and if you haven’t…you will.
Somehow, “Hang in there” just doesn’t cut it.  ‘This is a part of God’s plan’ is a slap in the face.  “Be strong” is clearly not Good News.

Laments (like in today’s scripture) however, really capture the pain and agony, anger and confusion, suffering and grief that people feel when they believe that God had abandoned them.  
(Lamentations 1) “How lonely sits the city that once was full of people!”
“She weeps bitterly in the night, with tears on her checks;”

(Psalm 137) “How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?”

“O Babylon, you devastator!  Happy shall they be who pay you back what you have done to us!  Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the rocks!”

Even Jesus himself cried a prayer of lament while on the cross, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me!”

These raw expressions of anguish and fear are not tidy, nor clean; they are serious and angry protests against suffering, against others...against God!  Laments do not dare give any pat answers, or optimistic solace; they just tell the truth.  Laments are honest, even distressing accounts of grief in the very presence of God! 

Laments are uncomfortable for us to read because they do not whitewash our human pain and force us to face our true feelings of despair and fear that so many of us want to hide from.  We would rather deny the reality that suffering exists, evil sometimes wins, and death abounds. We accept the lies of optimism, scapegoat our anger onto others, and believe that life should be simply ‘nice.’  

  The truth is…life can be hard, cruel, and painful…and the more we deny it, the more we dehumanize those who truly suffer, cutting them (and us) off from healing, aborting true reconciliation, and replacing truth with lies.   Laments give voice to our anguish and meet us exactly where many of us reside today…right now…interminably waiting on God.
But, as you read these laments closely, you don’t ever get a sense of a loss of faith in God.  Or even a loss of trust. Or even a loss of praise for the Almighty.  There is still reverence.  There is still awe.  There is still a sense that I will trust, I will praise, I will hope….but not too soon.  Laments exclaim in sorrowful cries that I cannot see God anywhere, all evidence of God seems lost to me, yet…I will still believe.  I will stand firm.  I will not give up!  No matter what, I will remember you God!
APPLICATION


Once, I skinned my knees pretty bad while skateboarding.  My mom told me to move my hands off the wounds so she could see it.  I did not want to.  It was as if I believed if I moved my hands, and saw the blood…it somehow would become more real.  I screamed as my mom gently moved my hands.  Through the dried blood and dirt, I could see bits of gravel imbedded in my skin.  I immediately covered it up, refusing to let my mom touch it.  Then she said something that I will never forget, “Brandon, if you don’t let me see it, and clean it out properly, it will never, ever heal right.  Yes, it may hurt, but real healing won’t come unless you face it.”   
Laments help us face the stark reality of our lives, brings our wounds into the light, and creates a space where real healing may be possible.

What seems to be needed now, more than ever, is not trite answers, feeble explanations, or baseless optimism.  Instead, what is needed is a profoundly expanded capacity to simply hear the pain of the afflicted, to sit with them through it, and to remember the Good News.  
The good news is that we have a God who not only hears our laments, but also knows exactly what it’s like.  Our whole faith rests on a God who was killed brutally on a cross, condemned by his fellow believers, ridiculed by the masses, and abandoned by his best friends.


Friends…this is not a God of mere optimistic wishful thinking.  But this is a God who has been through the muck and mire of life, and knows that sometimes it is all we can do to just hang on!  This is the kind of God we can have hope in!    


This is the kind of God we can cry out, “How long, O Lord? How long?” and know that our cries do not fall on deaf ears.  That God loves us so much, and knows us so well that our laments actually awaken our hope that God is still God, that God hears us, and God goes through it with us.
We may not ever get any reasons for why suffer; or there may be no ‘higher’ purpose to our pain…but it is clear that we can still continue to trust in the teachings of Christ and not be ashamed….and remember that God has not abandoned us.
Remember that the Lord saved his people from slavery, restored his people from the wilderness, brought them back after captivity, sent his son who died on a cross and who rose again.  Remember the God who never tires of loving, never tires of reaching out to save…never tires of hearing our laments.

That is what we are called to do today…to remember the mighty acts of this God, and give him praise…even in the sweltering pain of our misery.  This is why communion has such tremendous meaning and is a powerful means of grace and hope to us.  We are called to remember the broken body of Christ, and the spilled blood of Jesus.  We are called to remember that God knows what pain and suffering and grief is all about…and there are no pat, optimistic cliché’s here on this table.  But…there is God.

And through this table, God says to us, “I know it is hard.”  “You are doing a great job.”  “I will never leave you.”  “No matter what, I will go through this…with you.”  “Yes, I know it hurts…“You are not alone.” “Remember…I’ve been there too.”
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