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“Where you stay?”

Job 23:1-9. 16-17 & Psalm 22:1-15

In other places they called it camping.  When we were growing up it was simple enough to announce as the weekend approached, “We going beach.”  In that one sentence was the assumption that we needed to pack up our fishing gear – bamboo pole with a supply of hooks and lead sinkers and sugi line.  A pocket knife was essential.

We had to be sure we had ice for the ice chest and a box of what started out as frozen shrimp for bait.  We had to think about what to wear – maybe a hooded sweat shirt to ward off the chill of the evening air.  

As for the rest of it – the meals, the sleeping gear, and whatever else we may have forgotten – that was up to the adults.  By the time I was a little boy our old house near the beach had already fallen into disrepair but it was still there for us to use.

In the old days there were fish enough to catch.  That always made us feel like we had accomplished great fishing skills.  We were never going to admit that we had the good fortune of meeting up with a lot of hungry fish.
After a couple of hours of great fishing, we would give up our bamboos and settle in for the night by telling spooky stories to each other.  It was always a bit of a challenge for any of us to tell without some insisting, “Oh, no lie.  That never happen.  What kine story that.”

It didn’t matter whether or not the stories were true.  As the evening wore on the stories began to leave a chill of their own.  Inevitably a couple of us would say, “I gotta go.”   Everyone knew what that meant and it was always best to go with someone else to find our way in the dark to the outhouse and back.  
Though we had never made any kind of formal agreement, Cousin Lionel and I always felt we could trust each other.  Thankfully our parents or tütü would pack the one thing that always came in handy when any of decided it was time to go.  We had a flashlight.  On one occasion as Cousin Lionel and I headed out on a familiar path, the flashlight grew dim, flickered, and then went out altogether.
How we could ever manage to become separated and lose our way is beyond me.  We were too young to feel any embarrassment from holding hands.  So we imagined there were sinister forces in the world that were determined to separate us and when it happened it was easy to become overwhelmed by the chill we felt from the evening air and from the stories we had shared with each other only moments before.

That sense of abandonment quickly gave way to voices that seemed raised and hushed at the same time, “Eh, Lionel, where you stay?”  To which Lionel replied, “What you mean, where I stay? Where you stay?”

 “I stay over hea.”

 “Over hea, where?   I stay over hea.  You stay over there.”

“ I doubt it.  You stay over there.”

 “So, where you stay, then?”
And so it went, until what were essentially two moving shadows drew closer and became recognizable.  “Eh, you.”

"Not.  You.  I asked you where you stay?”

“I told you where I stay.”

Never once would either one of us admit to being lost.  Never once would we talk about our anger or frustration or about what it felt to be separated and abandoned.  Never once would we talk about what it felt like to be anxious or afraid.  
It would be years later that I would come to understand that we had experienced in a childlike way, not in a childish way, what it felt like to be abandoned.  Our lives were never in mortal danger but that memory of not feeling safe, of feeling isolated remained with me for many years.

That feeling was never more deeply felt when I realized that my father had ended his relationship with my mother long before I was born and that I would grow up never ever knowing him in any way.  That is a part of my life that I’ve shared with many of you before from this pulpit.

Years ago I would have avoided any mention of what that was like for me.  I had learned my lesson, however incorrectly, thanks to Cousin Lionel that it was better to leave things unsaid.

Now I know better.  Our readings from The Book of Job and The Book of Psalms are both about what happens to anyone that is devastated by deep, deep feelings of abandonment.  Job minces no words and he hides none of his feelings in his response to unjust accusations leveled against him by his friend, Eliphaz.
Eliphaz presumes that Job is suffering because he must have done something wrong.  

“My complaint is bitter,” Job tells Eliphaz. “Where is God?” he asks.  “I have not abandoned God.  It is God who has abandoned me.  It is God who has made my heart faint.  It is God who has terrified me.”  (Job 23:3-9, 16)
Like Job, the psalmist minces no words and hides no feelings.  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me?”

“I cry by day and by night.  I find no rest.  I am tired.  Where are you?”  

Or in the words that Cousin Lionel and I exchanged one evening long ago, “Where you stay?”  
The cry of Job and the cry of the psalmist are not simply complaints and protests. They are laments.  Laments are one of the most important and often most neglected forms of prayer in the Bible.  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Pentecost 2, Year B, September 3, 2006 to November 26, 2006, page 72)  Of the 150 chapters in The Book of Psalms about fifty are laments.
They were raised in times of need or crisis, whether of individuals or communities.  It has been said that one of the reason we neglect laments is the way in which they address God.

The words that are used are far from polite. These are not words of submission like,  “I will have to just trust in God’s will.”  These are not words that disguise emotions.  Every word is on the surface.
Our reading from The Book of Psalms begins with the most devastating words of any lament:  "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?"  They are familiar words we are told that Jesus utters from the cross, when in his own pain and suffering he is overcome by a profound sense of abandonment.  

John Indermark, a writer from Naselle, Washington, observes:  “Taken out of context, laments may appear to be denials of faith or avoidance of relationship.  Lament cuts against the grain of culture – and religion – that doesn’t want to hear distressing things.”  (Ibid., page 72)
Job’s friends counsel him to be quiet, insisting that he must be at fault, and that he has no business complaining to God.  But we know from reading Job’s story that keeping quiet is not the same as having faith in God.   
Lament is about having faith.  Why?  Because it keeps our conversations with God alive.  When we find ourselves in the muck and mire of the pain and suffering we experience in our lives and in the world, it is easy to throw our hands up in the air and walk away.

Job’s lament or the lament of the psalmist does not do that.  They each hang on to God, pleading and complaining in hope of a response to the need or crisis at hand. 

"Where you stay, God?”  
Lament becomes the prayer in which we are able to give expression to our sense of abandonment or isolation, our fear or anger, our pain or suffering.  Remarkably when we are able to lay open all of our complaints and protests before God what we discover is a relationship that has been strengthened not weakened.
Thomas Andrew Dorsey was born in 1899.  He died in 1993.  He was known as the Father of Gospel Music.  For over forty years he was the music director at Pilgrim Baptist Church in Chicago. His best known composition, “Precious Lord, Take My Hand” was written in 1932.  

Dorsey tells the story of what inspired him to compose its lyrics and melody.  The story and the composition are one and the same.  It is in one sense his lament.  

He writes:  “Back in 1932 I was 32 years old and a fairly new husband.  My wife, Nettie and I were living in a little apartment on Chicago’s Southside.  One hot August afternoon I had to go to St. Louis, where I was to be the featured soloist at a large revival meeting.  I didn’t want to go.  Nettie was in the last month of pregnancy with our first child.  But a lot of people were expecting me in St. Louis.  I kissed Nettie good-bye, clattered downstairs to our Model A and in a fresh Lake Michigan breeze, chugged out of Chicago on Route 66.

However outside the city, I discovered that in my anxiety at leaving, I had forgotten my music case.  I wheeled around and headed back.  I found Nettie sleeping peacefully.  I hesitated by her bed; something was strongly telling me to stay.  But eager to get on my way, and not wanting to disturb Nettie, I shrugged off the feeling and quietly slipped out of the room with my music.
The next night, in the steaming St. Louis heat, the crowd called on me to sing again and again.  When I finally sat down, a messenger boy ran up with a Western Union telegram.  I ripped open the envelope.  
Pasted on the yellow sheets were the words:  YOUR WIFE JUST DIED.  People were happily singing and clapping around me, but I could hardly keep from crying out.  I rushed to a phone and called home.  All I could hear on the other end was ‘Nettie is dead.  Nettie is dead.’

When I got back , I learned that Nettie had given birth to a boy.  I swung between grief and joy.  Yet that night, the baby died.   I buried Nettie and our little boy together, in the same casket.

Then I fell apart. For days I closeted myself.  I felt that God had done me an injustice.  I didn’t want to serve (God) any more or write gospel songs.  I just wanted to go back to that jazz world I once knew so well.

But then, as I hunched alone in that dark apartment those first sad days, I thought back to the afternoon I went to St. Louis.  Something kept telling me to stay with Nettie.  Was that something God?  Oh, if I had paid more attention . . .  that day, I would have stayed and been with Nettie when she died. From that moment on I vowed to listen more closely to (God).  But still I was lost in grief.”

Dorsey said a friend took him one evening to a neighborhood music school.  “It was quiet,” he wrote.  “The late evening sun crept through the curtained windows.  I sat down at the piano and my hands began to browse over the keys.  Something happened to me then I felt at peace.’

“I learned that when we are in our deepest grief, when we feel farthest from God, this is when (God) is closest, and when we are most open to (God’s) restoring power.”  (“Precious Lord” – The Story, Thomas Andrew Dorsey, 1899-1993)  
Everything, he said, fell into place – the melody and the words:

Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, let me stand!

I am tired, I am weak, I am worn.

Through the storm, through the night lead me on to the light,

Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.


Amen.
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