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Genesis 9:8-17, Psalm 25:1-9, 1 Peter 3:18-22, Mark 1:9-15

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


I once read a story about a man in Florida who was driving home when a large sinkhole beneath the street suddenly opened and swallowed his car.  He didn’t get hurt but was dazed and confused.  For a while he didn’t know where he was or what happened to him.   “One minute I was driving in my own neighborhood on a bright sunny day, and the next minute I was at the bottom of a deep, dark hole with the world caving in on me.”


“This story reminds me a little of what it’s like when a loved one dies,” says Kenneth Haugk. “One moment your loved one is alive, and the next–gone.  Your world suddenly comes crashing in, and you are left feeling dazed and confused.”


Probably because of the continuing illness of my mom, I have been more focused on grief issues lately.  But it occurred to me that the subject of grief is a universal, very human one. And that on the first weekend of Lent as we move into a more contemplative focus on our own spiritual journeys, it might be helpful to focus on the subject of grief in our lives.  

Because it seems to me there are very few places that we can talk openly about our grief.


Some of what I am talking about this morning(evening)  is from my own experience and training.  Other bits are from a series entitled “Journeying Through Grief” produced by Stephen Ministries, a Christ-centered non-profit organization based in St. Louis that offers resources in many areas of pastoral care. 


First grief is not limited to when a loved one dies.  Grief can be a result of a physical illness, of losing a job, of relocating to a new place to live, of divorce, or as a result of any significant loss in our lives. Have you ever had the feeling or sense that life seems full of insurmountable problems?  A time when things that would normally not bother you, all of a sudden seem to bombard you daily?  You could be depressed or you could be dealing with grief over a loss of some kind. 


 We often underestimate the role and power of grief in our lives. In fact, in our 21st century American culture we often receive the message that grief is optional, abnormal or even a sign of weakness.  Some of the myths that abound are:

� 
People with a strong faith don’t grieve.

� 
You should be pretty much back to normal after two or three months.

� 
Resolving your grief means putting your loved one out of your mind and moving on with your life.

� 
A strong person should be able to deal with grief alone.

They and the others that we often hear are simply not true and can even add to our grief burden.


Grief is normal, natural and necessary.  It is normal to expect people who have lost someone or something they care deeply about to be affected deeply. Grief provides a way through that loss if we allow ourselves to experience it.  If, however,  we don’t allow ourselves to grieve, it can prolong the pain and sometimes make it worse.  Probably the most important clue about grief is to allow ourselves, to give ourselves permission to grieve.   And to know that because we are all unique, each person’s grief process is uniquely theirs. You are you, your loss is different from anyone else’s loss, and you should grieve in a way that is helpful for you.


Elizabeth Kubler-Ross in a famous study identified five stages of grief as: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance.   More recently Dr. Roberta Temes in a book entitled Living With an Empty Chair, identified three stages of grief.   Temes talks about Numbness or mechanical functioning and social insulation.  Disorganization or intensely painful feelings of loss that supercede everything.  And Reorganization or re-entry into a more normal social life.   


Coping with grief methods included in self help books are: music, artwork, writing letters to the deceased, exercise, screaming, reading, and talking.   These are helpful as are the doctor’s descriptions of the stages of grief, but they leave out the aspect of the place that God plays in grief. 


Sometimes people experience a different relationship with God during grief.  Some people find that they draw closer to God during grief, while others who have been pillars of faith are so devastated by the loss that it shakes them to their very core. Feelings of what have I done wrong or how could God have let this happen surface.  Sometimes we might experience both extremes on the same day.  In Heaven’s Not a Crying Place Joey O’Connor says, “If there is a wide gulf between your faith and feelings because of the hurt and pain you are feeling, that’s not hypocrisy–that’s honesty.”


The first thing in grief is for us to be honest with God.  God is large enough to absorb all our anger, guilt and any other emotion that we are experiencing.  We need to be real with God, so God can be real with us.  Even though we know that our loved one has gone to be with God, that doesn’t lessen the hurt for us.  It doesn’t mean we are a bad Christian or that we have a weak faith.


Secondly along the same lines as being genuine with God , we need to tell God what we really feel.  If we want to scream at God, cry or express doubts, we should go ahead.  God does not ever turn away from people who open their hearts and speak honestly.  If we doubt that, just read a few of the Psalms.  The writers of these poems, prayers and songs said exactly what they felt.  If they did, and we believe that scripture is a guide for our lives then we also can express our real feelings with God.


A third hint is that we shouldn’t mistake feeling abandoned by God for being abandoned by God.  Almost all of the saints have at one time or another felt abandoned by God. Even  Jesus on the cross says “My, God, my God why have you forsaken me?”  If we feel that God is not present, we are wrong as the famous Footprints in the Sand poem illustrates.  In fact in some mysterious way, God grieves and suffers with us.   Max Lucado writes “Stand still, and whisper God’s name and listen.  He is nearer than you think.”   If we feel abandoned, we might remember Paul’s famous words in Romans 8 “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

`         Honesty about our feelings and remembering that it is God’s love that upholds the foundations of the universe and that the Holy One will never abandon us, can help us journey through grief in a way that will change us, but also strengthen us.   For people of faith, our lives whether grieving or not, are about grace and love. Consider this wonderful Lenten story by Steve Shultz entitled “Grace.”  The setting of the story is in the early 1900's.


The boy stood with back arched, head cocked back and hands clenched defiantly. “Go ahead, give it to me.”


The principal looked down at the young rebel. “How many times have you been here?”


The child sneered rebelliously, “Apparently not enough.”


The principal give the boy a strange look. “And you have been punished each time have you not?”


“Yeah, I’ve been punished, if that’s what you want to call it.  Go ahead I can take whatever you dish out.  I always have.”


“And no thought of your punishment enters your head the next time you decide to break the rules does it?”


“Nope, I do whatever I want to do.  Ain’t nothin’ you people gonna do to stop me either.”


The principal looked over at the teacher who stood nearby. “What did he do this time?”


“Fighting.  He took little Tommy and shoved his face into the sandbox.”


The principal turned to look at the boy, “Why? What did Tommy do to you?”


“Nothin, I didn’t like the way he was lookin at me, just like I don’t the way you are lookin’ at me!”


The principal contemplated the child for a moment and then quietly said. “Today my young student, is the day you learn about grace.”


“Grace?  Isn’t that what you old people do before you sit down to eat?  I don’t need none of your stinkin grace.”


“Oh but you do...” The principal studied the young man’s face. “Oh yes, you truly do.”


The boy continued to glare as the principal continued, “Grace, in its short definition is unmerited favor.  You can not earn it, it is a gift and is always freely given.  It means that you will not be getting what you so richly deserve.”


The boy looked puzzled.  “You’re not gonna whup me?  You just gonna let me walk?”


The principal looked down at the unyielding child.  “Yes, I am going to let you walk.”


The boy studied the face of the principal, “No punishment at all?  Even though I socked Tommy and shoved his face into the sandbox?” 


“Oh, there has to be punishment,” replied the principal.  What you did was wrong and there are always consequences to our actions.  There will be punishment.  Grace is not an excuse for doing wrong.”


“I knew it,” sneered the boy as he held out his hands.  “Let’s get on with it.”  


The principal nodded toward the teacher. “Bring me the belt.”  The teacher presented the belt to the principal.


He carefully folded it in two and then handed it back to the teacher.  He looked at the child and said. “I want you to count the blows.”  He slid out from behind his desk and walked over to stand directly in front of the young man.  He gently reached out and folded the child’s outstretched, expectant hands together and then turned to face the teacher with his own hands outstretched.


One quiet word came forth from his mouth. “Begin.”  The belt whipped down on the outstretched hands of the principal.


Crack! The young man jumped ten feet in the air.  Shock registered across his face, “One,” he whispered.  Crack! “Two.” his voice raised an octave. Crack! “Three...” He couldn’t believe this.  Crack! “Four.” Big tears welled up in the eyes of the rebel.  “OK stop!  That’s enough.  Stop! Please stop!  I did it, I’m the one who deserves it. Please stop!”


Finally it was over.  The principal stood with sweat glistening across his forehead.  Slowly he knelt down. He studied the young man for a second and then his swollen hands reached out to cradle the face of the weeping child.   “Grace...”


          Or as our scripture from 1 Peter says today, “Christ suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God.”   We all need the grace of God to permeate our lives whether we are grieving or simply journeying through ordinary times.  We don’t deserve grace, it is freely given. May our journey this Lent and always include not only the peace that passes understanding but the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen


