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Romans 4:13-25 & Mark 8:31-38

We know that in times of suffering or stress we are inclined to feel that God doesn’t care or is against us.  We wonder if God hears our cries not only as individuals but as communities and as nations.  We waver in our faith and we fear that God’s love and faithfulness is far from steadfast. 

Where is God amid the squalor of refugee camps in Darfur?  Or in the slums of Mumbai?  Where is God amid the children maimed by land mines in Kampuchea? Or the children devastated by the violence of armed conflicts in the Congo and Sri Lanka?  Where is God when we speak of the casualties of war not as men, women, and children but as “collateral damage?”

Where is God when we seek to create a world in which we codify our fears and hatreds into laws that deprive other human beings of their value and worth?  Where is God when our allegiance to political ideologies and religious dogma seems to rule the day?

Where is God among the homeless, the stranger, the outcast?  Where is God amid the poverty and hunger of this world?  Where is God when famine and disease abounds?


While such questions may seem far removed from our own every day lives, there still remains a child huddled in Afghanistan and Iraq, in Mexico and in the United States wondering if God exists at all.  As we look at our own lives and struggle to make sense of the death of a loved one or our own declining health we may wonder the same.   

It is difficult to believe that God acts to restore wholeness to our lives and to our world when all around there is only brokenness.  Why does it seem that God has abandoned us?  
Some of us may think that it would be presumptuous for any of us to raise such a question.  But we should not be timid in asking such a question.


After all we are mindful that that is the question Jesus raised from the cross in his great hour of distress – “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34)  

All of our readings for this morning center on the reading from The Book of Psalms.  Chapter 22 forms the basis for our “Call to Worship.”   Biblical scholars place the psalms into a variety of classifications.

There are those identified as Hymns that serve as acts of praise and worship.  Others are identified as Songs of Trust that express an individual’s trust in God’s readiness to help.  Some are classified as Thanksgiving psalms in which individual’s express gratitude for deliverance.  Others are Sacred History; that is they recount the story of God’s dealing with the nation.  


Some are Royal Psalms designed to be used for occasions such as a coronation or a royal wedding.  There are Wisdom Psalms that are used as meditations on the life and ways of God and some are Liturgies used on historical occasions.  (The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Metzger & Murphy, Editors, New Revised Standard Version, Oxford University Press, New York, 1991, page 674)

Others like Psalm 22 are Laments in which individuals seek deliverance from illness or false accusation.  They also include the nation asking for help in times of distress.

Laments express human pain and suffering but they also include expressions of thanks that God delivers from trouble.  The psalmist declares that God does not despise those who are afflicted. God is with those who are in distress.  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life – Lent & Easter, March 8, 2009, page 40)


God is always close.


We are reminded that though we are in an individual relationship with God, we are also part of a community of faith.  We are not meant to undergo suffering alone, but to find strength through the stories we share of our experiences of God’s saving presence.


It is true that we may have stories to share that are troubling – of moments when it seemed God turned a deaf ear to our cries or somehow left us feeling ignored or abandoned.  But it is also true that we have stories to share of those moments when God was faithful; when God kept the promises made that our lives would be renewed and restored. 


God is always close.  


I have been a little self-absorbed this week.  I was just getting over a seven-day cold last Sunday when I began to feel some discomfort around my abdomen.  

As far as I could tell there was no rash and yet my skin felt sensitive to touch and to clothing.  Even a simple tee shirt began to a source of great irritation.  There was no pain and no visible signs of distress.


I mentioned how I was feeling to a few individuals.  Some concluded after I provided a description of how I felt that it may be shingles.  By mid-afternoon yesterday it was evident that whatever the condition was it was not going to go away any time soon.


I drove myself to the medical clinic in Kahului .  The doctor said it was usual for shingles to break out across the piko or belly button.  Usually the shingles appear on one side of the body.  She did notice the beginnings of a blister on my left side.

She asked to look at my back and it was there that she found a cluster of tiny raised bumps or blisters.  She quickly concluded that I was at the beginning stages of shingles.  

I picked up a prescription of Acyclovir that I am now taking five times a day.  She said the medication would take a few days to work and that it was likely I would begin to feel worse before I began feeling better.  

The doctor offered words of encouragement saying it was good that I had made the visit. When I left the clinic I felt relieved that I had sense enough to see the doctor.  Whatever the outcome of the visit may have been I know that God is always close.  

As we continue through this season of Lent the good news is that whatever may be happening in your life; whatever may be troubling you; whatever challenges you may be faced with – the good news is that we are not alone.  There is a portion of a prayer in the Book of Worship - United Church of Christ that reminds us that even in our moments of pain and suffering and of grief and sorrow, God ix always with us. 

“Give us grace, O God, to wait on you silently and with patience.  You are nearer to us than we know, closer than we can imagine.  If we cannot find you, it is because we search in far places.  Before we felt the pain, you suffered it; before the burden came upon us, your strength lifted it; before the sorrow darkened our hearts, you were grieved.”


“As we walk in the valley of every shadow be our good shepherd and sustain us while we walk with you, lest in weakness we falter.  Though the pain deepens keep us in your way and guides us past every danger; through Jesus Christ our Savior.”  (Book of Worship – United Church of Christ, Office of Church Life & Leadership, New York, 1986, pages 364-365)


God is always close.
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