[image: image1.jpg]



Last week a group of high school students in Eugene, Oregon, took a trip to the coast.  They were on the beach when a rogue wave came out of nowhere and pulled two of them into the water. The others tried to save them but couldn’t. They saw their two friends swept out to sea and drowned.  

It was a replay in miniature of the pain of the people of Japan, across that same, vast sea. Gabriel Fauré’s music this morning could be entitled Requiem for a Nation, calling us to pray for the people of Japan.  Our prayer comes from the text: “Grant eternal rest to them, Lord, and let perpetual light shine on them.” 


Suffering can come in massive doses or in a more personal size. Whatever the scale the pain is real, and deep.

Closer to home, this week a friend attended the funeral of a 46-year old mother who died after an excruciating 19 months with cancer. That same day another local church held a memorial service for a 31-year old mother whose alcohol addiction killed her. 

Tales of human agony abound. All of us know others who‘ve suffered; maybe some of us have suffered ourselves. Scott Peck famously opened a book with this short sentence: “Life is difficult.” 

Why do we suffer? The answer seems deceptively simple. We suffer because we’re human beings. We suffer because we’re alive.  Nothing we do, nothing we have, no amount of money or charm or knowledge, no well-toned body or secret remedy can stave off the inevitable. 

I don’t mean to sound fatalistic, but if you’ve not yet gone through a terrible loss, or had to face a debilitating illness, or experienced an awful tragedy, your turn will come. None of us is immune to the way life works. 

Not even the faithful escape. Why do those of us who believe in a God who is all goodness, an omnipotent God who surely could save us – why do we suffer? We pray, we go to church, we give, we volunteer, we pursue our faith – and still we find ourselves on the receiving end of a terminal diagnosis, or with a child killed by a drunk driver, or living in a neighborhood torn apart by violence.

The answer to the quandary of our suffering is informed by our understanding of who God is and how God works. 

In ancient Greek tragedy playwrights used a device called Deus ex Machina to resolve the suffering of their characters. Just when all hope seemed lost in the drama on stage, a mechanical lift would lower a god-like figure into the scene to defeat the dark forces. It’s a Dudley Do-Right approach to suffering – you remember him, the Canadian Mountie cartoon character who always showed up just in time to save the heroine Nell – an approach to suffering in which we expect God to swoop in at a critical moment to untie us from the railroad tracks where Snidely Whiplash has left us, just before the train hits.

That’s the kind of God Job’s wife expects. Mrs. Job – we never learn her name – is furious at what her husband has to go through. She wonders where God is, why God hasn’t shown up to stop the tsunami of grief, how God could let Job lose all he has and not intervene. 

There are those who cannot understand why believers cling to a God who fails to release them from their distress.  They seize upon human suffering as clear evidence that God does not exist or, even worse, doesn’t care. 

Atheists didn’t invent such questions – people of faith did. Remember how the ancient Hebrew psalmist cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1-2)
Jesus himself rails at God from the cross, using those very words.

The response of Job’s wife to her husband’s anguish is understandable. She tells Job to let go of his faith and cut himself free from his integrity.  “Curse God and die” she says to him – telling him, in other words, to give up on this God who seems so indifferent. 

Job will not do that. 

Lesson number one about suffering: do not give up on God, because God will not give up on you. Challenge God. Express anger at God. Wrestle with God. Shout at God. God will not let you go.

Job’s three friends try to convince him that he’s done something to deserve divine wrath, but Job rejects that understanding of God. He defends himself and insists that God will come through for him in the end, even as he continues to suffer.  “I know that my Redeemer lives,” he says, “and that at the last he will stand upon the earth.” (Job 19:25-27)
Do we worship a God who would put us to the test or try to teach us a lesson by bringing tragedy upon us? A poll of American Christians one week after the earthquake in Japan found that nearly two-thirds of Evangelicals believe God uses natural disasters to send messages to us. Only one third of Mainline Protestants share that belief.  I’m not among them. I cannot accept a claim that God brings devastation on us through natural disasters or personal calamities in order to judge us or reprimand us.

(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/24/poll-most-americans-dont-_n_840239.html)

The Governor of Tokyo tried that line of reasoning. He announced that the earthquake was “divine punishment” on the Japanese people. He later apologized. It’s not a particularly Buddhist view of suffering. The First Noble Truth of the Buddha holds that all life is suffering. What matters is how we respond to it.  

The Apostle Paul would agree. “Suffering produces endurance,” he says, “and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God's love has been poured into our hearts.” (Romans 5:3-5) Hope creates a vessel in our hearts that is filled by God’s love.

The Governor of Tokyo was referring to Japan’s failure to thrive in recent decades because of the loss of close, traditional ties among people. They’ve invented a word for it: kozoku. It means “isolated family” or “lonely tribe,” and it points to the loss of community and declining bonding among the Japanese. But their suffering is already producing endurance, which is yielding character, and many Japanese are hopeful that out of disaster will come a new nation, united in its common vision of the future. (See articles in the New York Times, March 20, 2011, p. Op-Ed, p. 12)

Think of some time in your life when you suffered. Remember your anguish or grief – or think of a time when someone you love went through terrible pain. Now, try on the Apostle Paul: 

Suffering produces endurance. I recall a time in my life when my heart was broken and my world collapsed. It seemed to go on forever. Day after day, it kept coming at me. 

Endurance produces character. In the never-ending pain I learned something about myself. I came to rely on others. I gave up my need to be so in control of my life. 

Character produces hope. Oddly enough, I think all that hurt made me a better person. I came to trust in forces at work in my life that are larger than I am. I felt myself drawn into a deeper narrative than the one I had previously known. 

And hope does not disappoint. The pain left a scar, but I was able to move on. In the language of faith, God met me in my suffering and moved with me through it.

Lesson number two about suffering: God doesn’t cause it; instead, God is present in it and suffers with us.
NY Times columnist David Brooks spoke at Westminster three days ago to a packed house. He’s a political writer, but his new book looks at what he calls “the hidden sources of love, character, and achievement.” “We suffer our way to wisdom,” Brooks says. 

He’s right. Faith is forged not in the classroom, but in the hospital room; not in the sanctuary but at the roadside; not by doctrine but through tears.

Brooks tells the story of a university scientist who suddenly lost his wife to a brain tumor. The professor, Brooks says,

“Suffered his way toward an understanding. ... The essence of that wisdom is that below our awareness there are viewpoints and emotions that help guide us as we wander through our lives… If there is a divine creativity, surely it is active in this inner soulsphere, where brain matter produces emotion, and where love rewires the neurons.” (The Social Animal [New York; Random House, 2011], p. xvii)

Love rewires the neurons. That’s not a standard way to describe the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, but it’s not bad theology. Unlike the Greek tragedies, our God drops into the world not to stop or resolve suffering, but, rather, to take it on and share it – and, in the end, to redeem it through the power of suffering love. That’s the point and purpose of the incarnation.

The gospel of John says of Jesus: 

“What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” (John 1:3-5)
Christian faith cannot end all suffering, but it gives hope in the face of it. Therefore we can sing with confidence the words of the old hymn, “And soon the night of weeping, shall be the morn of song.” (The Church’s One Foundation, vs. 3)

Lesson number three about suffering: there is a light that not even the darkest night can extinguish. That light is, in the end, our only hope.

In a moment we will share this meal at which we remember that light of the world. We will come to this table where Jesus reminds us that for our sakes he was taken and broken, just as one day we will be, that he suffered and died, just as one day we will.

Here at this table of suffering, this table of hope, we will remember that the light of God’s love cannot be overcome, no matter how fierce the pain, or how deep the loss, or how terminal our situation. 

The light of God’s love cannot be overcome. In that light we find our deepest hope.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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