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 Richard:  Oh  how  I  love  your  Torah.  All  day  long,  it  is  my 
 meditation. 

 In  the  movie,  The  Princess  Bride  ,  there  was  a  conversation 
 between  the  princess  who  has  been  kidnapped  and  her 
 rescuer  in  which  she  says,  "You  mock  my  pain."  To  which  he 
 replies,  "Life  is  pain,  highness.  Anyone  who  says  differently 
 is selling something." 

 [laughter] 
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 Well,  I'm  not  sure  I  want  to  be  quite  as  cynical  as  that.  Nevertheless,  pain  or  suffering  is  an 
 indelible  fact  of  human  experience  as  we  know  it.  Many  marriages  despite  our  best  efforts  fall 
 apart.  Close  friends  die  of  suicide  or  cancer.  Many  young  people  are  despairing  about  the 
 meaning  of  life.  We're  confronted  in  our  inner  cities  with  hollow-wide  street  people  who  try  to 
 find  a  handout  from  us  and  it  makes  us  very  uncomfortable  because  life  is  complex.  Life  is  not 
 always good. We confess God wants flourishing in the world. We don't always see it. 

 If  you  go  beyond  the  US,  particularly  to  other  parts  of  the  world,  you  find  that  victims  of  terrorism 
 and  political  violence  pile  up  year  after  year  and  city  after  city.  Sometimes  the  names  of  the 
 cities  change,  but  the  violence  doesn't  seem  to  stop.  As  someone  of  Jewish  heritage,  I  wonder 
 will  there  ever  be  peace  between  Israel  and  Palestine?  We  are  continuing  to  experience  in  this 
 world  massive  tsunamis  and  earthquakes  and  hurricanes  that  take  a  great  toll  of  human  life  and 
 wreak destruction over the globe. 

 Meanwhile,  our  planet  groans  in  the  thrall  of  pollution  in  the  air,  in  the  water,  on  the  land  with 
 huge  floating  continents  of  plastic  in  the  Pacific,  widespread  rainforest  depletion,  and  the 
 species  destruction  at  such  an  alarming  rate  that  scientists  say  we're  in  the  sixth  massive 
 species  extinction  right  now  and  we're  causing  it.  The  suffering  of  the  world  is  multifaceted  and  it 
 is  massive.  As  tragic  as  this  massive  suffering  is,  the  tragedy  is  compounded  by  the  churches' 
 paralysis.  We  are  people  who  are  called  by  God  to  work  in  compassion  to  address  the  pain  of 
 the world, but let's be honest. 

 Often  we  find  that  we  lack  energy  for  this  mission.  We're  just  too  spent  coping  with  the  ordinary 
 crisis  of  everyday  life  to  give  much  of  ourselves  to  other  people  who  need  us.  I  can  testify  that  I 
 have  often  pulled  back  self  protectively  into  a  defensive  posture,  avoiding  eye  contact  with  that 
 street  person  because  it's  too  painful  to  be  exposed  to  the  wounds  of  the  world.  I'm  going  to 
 suggest  this  morning  that  the  roots  of  our  paralysis  lie  in  the  churches'  own  pain  that  has  never 
 been  adequately  processed.  The  church  has  a  very  hard  time  dealing  with  pain  because  we 
 prefer  to  accentuate  the  positive,  but  the  positive,  praise  and  celebration,  is  not  always 
 appropriate. 

 Can  you  imagine  barely  surviving  a  car  crash,  perhaps  you're  the  only  survivor.  The  rest  of  your 
 family  has  not  survived  and  you're  badly  injured  in  hospital  and  your  pastor  comes  to  you  and 
 reads  you  Psalm  150.  Now,  your  pastor  wouldn't  do  that.  "Praise  the  Lord.  Praise  God  in  his 
 sanctuary. Praise him in his mighty heavens. 

 Praise  him  for  his  great  acts  of  power.  Praise  him  for  surpassing  greatness.  Praise  him  with  a 
 sound  of  trumpet.  Praise  him  with  a  harp  and  lyre.  Praise  him  with  timbrel  and  dancing.  Praise 
 him  with  strings  and  pipe.  Praise  him  with  the  clash  of  cymbals.  Praise  him  with  resounding 
 cymbals.  Let  everything  has  breath  praise  the  Lord.  Praise  the  Lord.  Hallelujah."  Your  pastor 
 would not do that. That's not appropriate at that time. 

 Suppose  you're  in  the  middle  of  a  tragic  divorce  or  you've  been  down-sized  and  don't  know  how 
 you're  going  to  pay  your  bills  and  your  family's  in  crisis.  Someone  says  to  you,  as  a  friend  of 
 mine  used  to  say,  while  he  was  doing  this,  I'm  giving  theology.  I  won't  say  what  school  he  was 
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 at.  He  got  you  in  crisis  and  said,  "Just  praise  the  Lord  anyway,  brother.  Just  praise  the  Lord 
 anyway,  sister."  Well,  of  course  we  want  to  get  to  the  point  of  praise,  but  how  can  you  praise 
 God in the moment when you're suffering from the shock of disorientation? 

 How  could  you,  if  you  were  an  exiled  Israelite,  newly  transported  to  Babylon,  how  could  you  sing 
 one  of  the  songs  of  Zion  like  Psalm  46?  "God  is  in  the  midst  of  Jerusalem.  He  is  our  refuge  and 
 strength,  a  very  present  help  in  trouble.  Jerusalem  shall  never  be  moved,"  except  the  city  now 
 lies  in  ruins  and  you  are  a  thousand  miles  away.  Like  the  psalmist  in  Psalm  137,  you  sing  not  a 
 Zion  song,  but  a  communal  lament.  "By  the  rivers  of  Babylon,  we  sat  down  and  wept  when  we 
 remembered  Zion,"  but  how  can  we  sing  the  Lord's  song,  one  of  the  Zion  songs  like  Psalm  46  or 
 praise song like 150 in a strange and alien land? 

 Anytime  you  are  suffering,  you  are  alienated  from  the  situation  of  flourishing  God  desires  for  us. 
 Yet,  it's  interesting  that  the  author  of  Psalm  137  sings  a  song,  but  he  sings  the  blues.  It's  a 
 lament  song.  Now  in  the  song  called  These  Plastic  Halos  by  Mark  Heard,  which  you're  going  to 
 hear  in  just  a  moment,  we  have  a  description  of  the  difficulty  that  many  Christians  and 
 churchgoers  have  in  being  honest  about  their  pain.  I  think  that  I  want  to  give  you  a  chance  to 
 think about this song. 

 I  suggest  that  as  you  read  the  lyrics  of  this  song,  you  might  want  to  jot  down  some  notes.  Maybe 
 a line or phrase that hits you very powerfully or a question that you have. 

 [music begins] 

 These plastic halos they seem so out of place 

 Behind the mask lurks a scarred and fragile face 

 We lie so spiritually, familiar smiles displayed 

 Misleading masquerade 

 We hide our pain, we try to laugh 

 Fools to think our tears would provoke holy wrath 

 In stone-gray silence we do not face our fears 

 We bite our lips and we press on with feeble cheer 

 With hearts of sadness we say our thankful prayers 

 Refusing comfort unawares 

 We hide our pain, we try to laugh 

 Fools to think our tears would provoke holy wrath 

 We learn the protocol, we bare our souls to none 
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 We praise our peers for the optimism shown 

 "Brave men don't cry", we watch the world turn to dust 

 The tears of God fall for us 

 [music ends] 

 I  don't  know  if  that  resonates  with  your  experience  of  church,  but  I  know  it  does  of  mine.  People 
 come  to  you  after  a  service,  probably  not  in  your  church,  but  in  mine.  They'll  say,  so  how's  it 
 going  today?  I'll  say,  "Boy,  things  are  really  difficult  this  week."  "Praise  the  Lord,  brother." 
 Nobody  listens  to  what  you  actually  say.  Sometimes  they  do,  but  rarely.  They  only  want  a 
 positive  experience.  I'm  going  to  suggest,  we're  going  to  learn  a  new  protocol.  Not  this  protocol, 
 different protocol for dealing with suffering. 

 Sometimes  though  it's  not  the  quick  jump  to  praise  and  celebration,  that  time  is  our  ability  to  be 
 honest  about  our  sufferings  and  from  preventing  us  from  hosting  our  disorientation.  By  the  way,  I 
 just  want  to  comment  on  the  idea  of  hosting  your  disorientation.  You  have  a  house  that's  your 
 house  of  your  life  and  crisis  happens  in  your  life.  If  you  shut  the  door  on  the  crisis  and  block  it 
 out,  it's  going  to  come  in  by  the  back  door.  If  you  let  it  in  and  host  it,  you  don't  let  it  take  over  the 
 house, at the appropriate time you can usher it back out because you've dealt with it. 

 What's  the  process?  What's  the  protocol  for  dealing  with  suffering  the  Bible  can  help  us  with? 
 Sometimes  though  it's  not  just  the  praise  and  celebration  that  blocks  our  dealing  with  suffering. 
 Sometimes  it's  providing  a  quick  and  superficial  explanation  for  suffering  that  we  do  in  the 
 church  like  Job's  comforters.  The  fourth  talk  I'm  going  to  do  tomorrow  afternoon  will  be  on  the 
 book of Job. You can look forward to that. The whole book of Job in one session. 

 [laughter] 

 Most  of  us  are  familiar  with  the  traditional  so-called  problem  of  evil,  which  is  really  a  problem 
 only  for  those  who  believe  in  the  one  true  God.  We  believe  that  God  is  good  and  loving,  which 
 means  God  doesn't  want  evil  and  suffering  in  the  world.  We  believe  that  God  is  sovereign 
 and/or  powerful,  that  God  could  prevent  or  remove  suffering,  and  yet  evil  exists.  That  certainly 
 seems  like  a  contradiction  to  many  Christian  thinkers  throughout  the  ages.  There  are  various 
 ways to solve it. 

 Perhaps  the  simplest  is  just  to  say  there  is  no  God.  That  would  solve  it.  No  contradiction  there, 
 not  something  we  can  do.  You  have  some  thinkers,  some  Jewish  thinkers  today,  and  a  few 
 Christian  thinkers  who  say  that  God  isn't  totally  good  or  trustworthy.  You  deny  the  first  premise 
 that  would  solve  it,  or  you  could  say  God  isn't  totally  sovereign.  God  just  can't  do  anything  about 
 evil  and  suffering.  We  could  deny  the  second  premise.  We  could  say  that  evil  is  just  an  illusion, 
 it doesn't really exist. 

 That's  a  typical  Eastern  Hindu  approach  that  everything  is  illusion.  Nevertheless,  the  most 
 common  solution  in  the  history  of  Christian  thought,  going  back  as  far  as  I  can  trace  to  the 
 Clement  of  Alexandria,  but  especially  in  Augustine,  is  to  say  the  modern  version  would  be  to  say 
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 that  God  has  a  good  reason  for  allowing  all  the  suffering  in  the  world.  The  version  that 
 Augustine  and  the  church  fathers  use  was  that  there  is  a  greater  good  that  God  cannot 
 accomplish  without  all  the  present  suffering  in  the  world.  That's  why  we  have  this  suffering.  God 
 is  off  the  moral  hook  because  he  needed  to  allow  all  this  suffering  to  bring  about  whatever 
 purposes he has in mind. That's the greater good. 

 We  just  think,  what  we  think  is  evil  is  really  not  evil.  It's  not  ultimately  evil,  it  is  necessary  for  the 
 best  of  all  possible  worlds.  There  are  many  examples  of  this  situation  where  something  seems 
 evil  on  the  outside,  but  it's  really  not  evil.  For  example,  I  had  to  work  very  hard  to  work  on  my 
 lectures  and  talks  here.  I  would've  liked  to  go  for  a  bicycle  ride  some  of  the  days.  I  put  that  aside 
 that  seemed  to--  The  talk  seemed  to  be  un-evil.  It  was  something  I  didn't  want  to  do,  but  I 
 judged the greater good of having my lectures ready meant I should forego the bicycle ride. 

 Say  you  were  wounded  on  the  battlefield  and  there  were  no  antibiotics  available  and  your 
 wound  became  infected  or  gangrene  and  you  had  to  have  your  limb  amputated.  Normally 
 amputating a leg is not a good idea, but in this case it serves a greater good of saving your life. 

 The  trouble  with  the  greater  good  argument  about  the  problem  evil  is  that  it  says  all  the  bad  stuff 
 that  happens  in  the  world,  every  single  person  who  died  in  the  Shoah,  every  person  who  died  by 
 terrorist  bombing,  every  aspect  of  disease  in  this  world  that  has  taken  someone  from  you,  it's  all 
 required  for  some  greater  good  that  God  has  in  mind.  That  seems  to  me  to  be  from  a  Jewish 
 perspective especially indefensible, but I think Christians can learn from Jews on that. 

 The  greatest  example  people  use  of  a  greater  good  that  requires  all  the  evil  we  have  in  the 
 Christian  tradition  is  that  the  greater  good  is  free  will.  God  wants  us  to  be  free?  If  you're  free, 
 you  can  do  bad  stuff.  That's  required  to  give  us  the  freedom  to  actually  love  God.  Even  if  it 
 results  in  all  the  terrorist  bombings  that  we've  experienced,  and  the  holocaust,  and  the  ethnic 
 cleansings and so forth, soviet, it's worth it because we are free. 

 I'm  not  going  to  discuss  the  merits  of  the  argument.  That's  not  my  point.  I  just  want  to  note  that 
 this  is  a  general  approach  among  Christians  to  justify  the  suffering  we  go  through  today 
 because  God  has  some  good  reason  for  it,  whether  or  not  we  know  what  the  reason  is.  It's  very 
 common  for  Christians  to  claim  this.  For  example,  C.S.  Lewis  articulated  a  variant  of  the  greater 
 good  defense  in  his  famous  book,  The  Problem  of  Pain  ,  published  originally  in  1940.  I'm  going 
 to read a few excerpts to you. 

 “  I  will  admit  that  we  can  ignore  even  pleasure,  but  pain  insists  upon  being  attended  to.  God 
 whispers  to  us  in  our  pleasures,  speaks  in  our  conscience,  but  shouts  in  our  pain.  It  is  his 
 megaphone  to  rouse  a  deaf  world.  A  bad  man  happy  is  a  man  without  the  least  inkling  that  his 
 actions  do  not  answer.  That  they're  not  in  accord  to  the  laws  of  the  universe.  Until  the  evil  man 
 finds  evil  unmistakably  present  in  his  existence  in  the  form  of  pain,  he's  enclosed  in  illusion. 
 Once  pain  has  roused  him,  he  knows  that  he's  in  somewhere  rather  up  against  the  real 
 universe.” 

 “He  either  has  a  choice,  he  either  rebels  with  a  possibility,  no  necessity,  just  the  possibility  of  a 
 clearer  issue  and  a  deeper  repentance  at  some  later  stage,  or  else  he  makes  some  attempt  at 
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 an  adjustment,  which  if  pursued  will  lead  him  to  religion.  No  doubt  pain  as  God's  megaphone  is 
 a  terrible  instrument.  It  may  lead  to  final  and  unrepented  rebellion,  but  it  gives  the  only 
 opportunity the bad man can have for amendment.” 

 “It  removes  the  veil.  It  plants  the  flag  of  truth  within  the  fortress  of  a  rebel  soul.”  Pain  or  suffering, 
 says  Lewis  in  this  book,  is  a  wake-up  call.  It  is  needed  in  a  world  because  it  shocks  at  least 
 some  people  into  repentance  and  turning  to  God.  Even  if  it  drives  other  people  away,  the  greater 
 good is that some people come to God and receive forgiveness. 

 That  was  1940.  About  20  years  later  in  1961,  he  wrote  a  book  called  A  Grief  Observed  .  He 
 wrote  it  under  a  pseudonym  N.W.  Clerk,  because  he  couldn't  come  right  out  and  contradict  what 
 he  said  in  The  Problem  of  Pain  ,  but  contradicted  he  did.  We  all  know  that  is  Lewis  who  wrote  it 
 now. In this new book, he entirely rejected the greater good argument to explain evil. 

 Here's  a  meditation  in  the  book.  “Meanwhile,  where  is  God?  This  is  one  of  the  most  disquieting 
 symptoms.  When  you  are  happy,  so  happy  that  you  have  no  sense  of  needing  him,  so  happy 
 that  you're  tempted  to  feel  his  claims  upon  you  as  an  interruption.  If  you  remember  yourself  and 
 turn  to  him  with  gratitude  and  praise,  you  will  be,  or  so  it  feels,  welcomed  with  open  arms,  but  go 
 to him when your need is desperate.” 

 “When  all  other  help  is  vain,  what  do  you  find?  Another  typo,  oh,  I  got  to  fix  that,  sorry.  You  find 
 a  door  slammed  in  your  face  and  a  sound  of  bolting  and  double-bolting  on  the  inside.  After  that, 
 silence.  You  may  as  well  turn  away.  The  longer  you  wait,  the  more  emphatic  the  silence  will 
 become.  There  are  no  lights  in  the  windows.  It  might  seem  an  empty  house.  Was  it  ever 
 inhabited? It seemed so once.” 

 “That  seeming  was  as  strong  as  this.  What  can  this  mean?  Why  is  he  so  present  a  commander 
 in  our  time  of  prosperity  and  so  very  absent  at  help  in  time  of  trouble?  Just  as  the  psalmist  in 
 137  couldn't  affirm  a  Zion  song  in  the  suffering,  so  Lewis  couldn't  affirm  a  Zion  song  in  his 
 suffering.  He  actually  critiques  it.  The  song  claims  God  is  present  in  a  time  of  trouble.  In  my  time 
 of trouble I can't find God. God is absent.” 

 What  happened  between  these  two  books?  Lewis  got  married.  His  wife  got  cancer,  within  two  or 
 three  years  after  the  cancer,  there  was  some  remission.  Then  she  died.  This  was  his  meditation 
 on  her  death.  He  could  no  longer  say,  "The  death  of  my  wife  was  God's  megaphone  to  rouse 
 me." It doesn't make any sense, and he's being very biblical here. 

 Interestingly,  what  C.S.  Lewis  articulates  in  the  grief  observed  goes  against  anybody  who  would 
 try  and  explain  evil.  It's  very  similar  to  what  many  of  the  psalmists  assume  in  the  lament  psalms. 
 Jeremiah,  also  in  many  of  his  prayers,  often  called  The  Confessions  of  Jeremiah,  but  they're 
 really  laments  of  Jeremiah.  For  example,  Chapter  20  of  Jeremiah.  Try  to  read  Chapter  20  and 
 see what you think about that, and then the entire book of Job. 

 Lament  psalms,  which  make  up  one-third  of  all  psalms,  so  at  least  50  psalms  are  either  pure 
 lament  or  mostly  laments.  These  are  honest,  abrasive  prayers,  which  squarely  face  up  to  the 
 dark  side  of  human  existence,  and  so  I  think  they  can  provide  us  guidance  or  a  protocol  for  how 
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 to  host  and  process  our  disorientation.  I  want  to  focus  on  two  psalms  this  morning.  Psalm  39,  a 
 lament psalm, and Psalm 30, a thanksgiving psalm. 

 I'm  going  to  start  with  the  easier  one,  the  thanksgiving  psalm,  a  Todah  psalm,  Psalm  30.  Now,  a 
 thanksgiving  psalm  is  different  from  a  hymn  of  praise  in  the  Psalter,  because  hymns  of  praise 
 tend  to  praise  God  in  general,  abstract  ways  for  his  defining  characteristics.  They  tend  to  use 
 the present tense. They speak of God's attributes. 

 For  example,  Psalm  103,  "Bless  the  Lord,  who  redeems  you  from  all  your  diseases."  That's 
 something  God  does,  a  characteristic  of  God.  "Oh,  praise  the  Lord  for  he  gives  food  to  all 
 creatures."  Hymns  of  praise  describe  what  God  typically  does,  but  a  thanksgiving  psalm  is  in  the 
 past tense and is a testimony psalm. It tells a story of something that actually happened. 

 Here's  Psalm  30.  I'm  just  going  to  read  through  the  whole  thing  first.  "I  will  exalt  you,  oh  Lord,  for 
 you  lifted  me  out  of  the  depths  and  did  not  let  my  enemies  gloat  over  me.  Oh,  Lord,  my  God,  I 
 call  to  you  for  help  and  you  healed  me.  You,  oh,  Lord,  brought  me  up  from  the  realm  of  the 
 dead.  You  spared  me  going  down  to  the  pit."  That's  a  summary  of  the  story.  Now  comes  an 
 invitation to the community to sing praise. 

 "Sing  the  praises  of  the  Lord,  you  his  faithful  people.  Praise  his  holy  name,  for  his  anger  lasts 
 only  a  moment,  but  his  favor  lasts  a  lifetime.  Weeping  may  remain  for  a  night,  but  rejoicing 
 comes  in  the  morning."  Then  the  psalmist  begins  to  expand  the  story  starting  with  orientation. 
 This  is  the  chart  that  you  have  at  the  back  of  your  hand,  of  then  going  to  disorientation  then 
 coming  to  a  new  orientation.  Here's  the  orientation.  "When  I  felt  secure,  I  said  I  will  never  be 
 shaken." You ever felt that way? 

 [laughter] 

 "Lord,  when  you  favored  me,  you  made  my  royal  mountain  stand  firm,  but  when  you  hid  your 
 face,  I  was  dismayed."  Then  comes  the  lament.  "To  you,  oh,  Lord,  I  called,  to  the  Lord  I  cried  for 
 mercy.  What  is  gained  if  I'm  silenced,  if  I  go  down  to  the  pit?  Does  the  dust  praise  you?  Will  it 
 proclaim your faithfulness? Hear, Oh Lord and be merciful to me, Oh Lord, be my help." 

 Then comes a new orientation. 

 "You  turned  my  wailing  into  dancing.  You  removed  my  sackcloth  and  clothed  me  with  joy,  that 
 my  heart  may  sing  your  praises  and  not  be  silent.  Oh  Lord,  my  God,  I'll  praise  you  forever." 
 Psalm  30  is  a  psalm  of  new  orientation.  The  psalmist  has  experienced  a  renewal  of  some  kind, 
 an  encounter  with  God  that  has  brought  transformation.  That's  why  he  praises  God  from  the 
 very beginning. 

 "I  called  on  you  and  you  healed  me.  You  brought  me  up  from  the  grave.  You  spared  me  going 
 down  to  the  pit."  Which  one  is  it?  Did  you  bring  me  up  from  the  grave  or  let  me  not  go  down  to 
 the pit? It's poetry, get over it. It's not meant to be literal. [laughs] 

 Plus  other  translations  render  it  different.  That's  the  NIV.  The  psalmist  is  just  brimming  with 
 gratitude.  The  point  is  God  rescued  him.  He  doesn't  actually  say  from  what,  probably  it  was 
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 sickness.  That's  my  guess  from  the  psalm,  but  it  could  be  from  war,  from  persecution,  from 
 poverty, we don't know what. God protected him from enemies, but he doesn't expand on that. 

 The  Psalms  are  full  of  images  like  the  grave,  Sheol,  the  miry  ground,  the  pit,  my  enemies 
 described  as  dogs  or  bulls  that  surround  me,  but  they  rarely  get  more  specific  than  that.  It's 
 almost  as  if  the  psalmist  and  our  creator  God,  working  through  the  inspiration  of  Scripture, 
 wants  the  language  to  be  so  open  and  porous  that  we,  whoever  we  are,  can  read  our 
 experiences through these psalms. That's why these psalms are very relevant to our lives. 

 Sidebar,  there  are  13  psalms  that  have  a  long  superscription  saying  this  is  a  Psalm  David 
 prayed  at  such  and  such  a  time.  If  you  didn't  have  that  superscription,  you  would  never  have 
 guessed,  because  there's  nothing  specific  in  the  psalm.  It  applies  to  David,  it  applies  to  us  too. 
 Don't  get  bogged  down  with  David's  experience.  Focus  on  how  the  psalm  articulates  our  life  to 
 God. These psalms are serviceable for our encounters with God. 

 Now,  a  thanksgiving  psalm  typically  has  two  parts.  What  went  wrong  in  the  psalmist's  life,  the 
 disorientation,  and  then  how  God  intervened  to  bring  a  newness  and  renewal.  A  lament  psalm  is 
 therefore  really  half  of  a  thanksgiving  psalm.  It's  a  prayer  from  the  bottom  of  the  pit,  but  a 
 thanksgiving  psalm  is  a  prayer  of  gratitude  offered  after  you've  come  out  from  the  pit.  You  get 
 that distinction? That's the lament from the bottom of the pit. 

 The  thanksgiving  psalm  may  have  a  lament  in  there  saying,  "This  is  what  I  prayed,"  but  it's  really 
 from  the  perspective  of  having  been  delivered  in  some  way.  Psalm  30  is  a  little  different  from 
 most  thanksgiving  psalms  in  one  specific  way.  It  doesn't  just  tell  the  story  of  the  disorientation, 
 the  pit  and  the  renewal  that  happened  coming  out  of  the  pit.  It  goes  back  before  the 
 disorientation to describe a prior orientation, which God dissed. 

 Makes  perfect  sense,  right?  "When  I  felt  secure,  I  said  I'll  never  be  shaken.  Oh  Lord,  when  you 
 favored  me,  you  made  my  royal  mountain  stand  firm."  Now,  those  are  clearly  words  of 
 assurance  and  confidence  and  security  and  we  all  need  orientation.  I'm  sorry.  C.S.  Lewis  had  an 
 orientation in the problem of pain. 

 Now,  Psalm  1,  a  wisdom  or  Torah  psalm,  which  instructs  us  on  the  way  to  live,  is  the  first  or 
 opening  psalm  of  the  Psalter.  It  provides  a  fundamental  orientation,  has  a  very  simple  message. 
 "Blessed  are  those  who  walk  in  the  path  of  righteousness,  they'll  be  secure  and  fruitful  like  a 
 tree  planted  by  streams  of  water,  but  the  wicked  and  those  who  follow  their  path  are  not  so. 
 They're unstable and transitory like the chaff that the wind blows away." 

 Nothing  could  be  simpler.  There  are  two  moral  directions  in  life,  two  paths  of  the  covenant,  two 
 ways.  You  follow  one  path,  you  are  secure  and  blessed  by  God.  You  follow  the  other  and  you 
 don't  last.  That's  the  basic  orientation  of  scripture.  As  a  pastor  friend  of  mine  once  said,  "That's 
 kid's  stuff"  in  a  good  sense  of  the  word.  That's  why  you  teach  kids  in  Sunday  school,  that's  why 
 we teach a new believer. 

 We  all  need  a  moral  framework  for  life,  and  it  often  does  work  that  way.  You  work  hard  in  school 
 and  you  get  good  grades  and  even  a  scholarship  and  then  maybe  a  good  job  when  you 
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 graduate.  You  apply  yourself  on  the  job  and  often  you  get  a  raise  and  a  promotion,  which,  of 
 course,  you  deserve.  You  work  very  hard  at  the  relationship  and  it  turns  into  a  marriage,  and  you 
 work  hard  at  a  marriage  and  it  endures,  and  you  put  a  lot  of  energy  into  your  kids  and  they  turn 
 out  all  right.  You  work  hard  at  your  church,  you're  as  faithful  as  you  can  be  and  you  have  church 
 growth, numerical, spiritual and church unity. Orientation works sometimes. 

 When  it  does,  you  feel  on  top  of  the  world.  The  psalmist's  world  came  crashing  down  or  to 
 continue  his  metaphor,  he  came  crashing  down  from  the  mountaintop.  His  memory  of  God's 
 favor  in  these  two  verses,  6  and  7,  is  pervaded  by  profound  sense  of  loss.  He  tells  of  the 
 drawing  of  God's  presence  and  the  disorienting  fall  from  the  heights  into  the  abyss.  When  you 
 hit  your  face,  I  was  dismayed.  It  doesn't  give  any  details,  but  it  felt  like  God  was  gone,  exactly 
 what  C.S.  Lewis  said  in  A  Grief  Observed  .  You  knock  and  then  no  answer,  and  it  seems  to  be 
 empty.  Who's  there?  Like  the  Psalmists  in  Psalms,  like  C.S.  Lewis,  like  many  in  the  church  and 
 in our society at large, there is an experience of the absence of God. 

 I'm  going  to  put  emphasis  on  experience.  I  may  have  talked  about  experience,  and  you  can 
 make  experience  in  normal  Christian  faith,  but  you  have  to  take  experience  seriously,  you  can't 
 deny  it.  You  can't  suppress  it,  it'll  come  back  and  bite  you.  What  are  you  supposed  to  do  when 
 the  orientation  doesn't  work?  I  suggest  that  for  most  Christians  in  the  church,  it's  not  some  large 
 crisis that's overwhelm their life, though that does happen. 

 It  is  the  accumulated  small  frustrations  of  a  life  that  has  never  worked  out  the  way  you 
 anticipated  it  would.  Because  you  had  in  mind  a  blessing  from  God,  and  your  life  just  hasn't 
 turned  out  that  way.  If  you  allow  those  accumulated  frustrations  to  overwhelm  you,  you  are  in 
 disorientation.  Many  people  in  church  are  suffering  and  hurting  in  that  situation  and  don't  know 
 what  to  do  about  it.  What  are  you  supposed  to  say  like  C.S.  Lewis,  it's  all  for  the  best.  God  is  a 
 greater good that required this. 

 I'll  come  back  to  Psalm  30  in  a  moment,  but  let's  turn  now  to  the  lament  psalm,  Psalm  39,  an 
 individual  lament  prayer  told  from  the  bottom  of  the  pit.  Now,  most  individual  laments  there  are 
 only  a  few  exceptions,  toward  the  end  have  a  turn  where  they  anticipate  being  heard  by  God. 
 Many  of  them  actually  begin  to  praise  God  and  give  a  vow  of  praise  that  when  the  Lord  answers 
 me,  I  will  stand  in  the  congregation  and  testify  to  his  righteousness,  or  go  and  offer  sacrifices  or 
 something. 

 They  have  a  hopeful  turn.  There  are  few  that  don't,  two  that  stand  out  to  me  that  are  important 
 psalms  to  me  that  don't  have  a  hopeful  turn  are  Psalm  88,  which  I'll  get  to,  and  Psalm  39,  which 
 is  our  focus  here.  Psalm  39  is  also  instructive  because  the  psalmist  tells  a  story  of  how  he  came 
 to  lament.  I  said  I'll  watch  my  ways  and  keep  my  tongue  from  sin,  I  would  put  a  muzzle  on  my 
 mouth while in the presence of the wicked. 

 He  starts  the  psalm  by  saying  my  first  impulse  is  the  silence  because  voicing  my  pain,  honestly 
 in  public  and  especially  to  God  is  inappropriate,  so  I've  decided  to  keep  quiet  about  my  suffering 
 and  muzzle  my  mouth  because  the  wicked  are  around.  I  don't  want  a  good  testimony.  He  says 
 in  effect,  "My  pastor  always  told  me  that  a  truly  spiritual  person  should  only  speak  nice  edifying 
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 words.  If  you  can't  speak  them,  be  quiet."  Presumably,  he  didn't  want  to  display  a  lack  of  trust  in 
 the presence of unbelievers, so he said my lips are sealed, thank you, Jesus. 

 Notice  what  happens.  The  longer  he  kept  silent,  the  more  agitated  he  became,  I  remained 
 utterly  silent,  not  even  saying  anything  good,  but  my  anguish  increased.  My  heart  grew  hot 
 within  me.  While  I  meditated,  the  fire  burned.  Like  a  lot  of  people  in  the  church,  this  psalmist 
 bottles  up  his  pain  until  it  grows  into  a  raging  fire  within.  There  are  people  sitting  next  to  you,  not 
 probably  here,  but  when  you  go  back  to  your  church,  they've  got  a  raging  fire  within.  They  have 
 no idea how to deal with it. 

 He's  about  ready  to  explode,  and  then  he  says,  "I  spoke  with  my  tongue,  but  it  doesn't  come  out 
 all  at  once."  This  is  what  he  starts  with.  "Show  me,  oh  Lord,  my  life's  end  and  the  number  of  my 
 days.  Let  me  know  how  fleeting  my  life  is.  You've  made  my  days  a  mere  hand  breathe.  The 
 span  of  my  years,  this  has  nothing  before  you.  Each  person's  life  is  but  a  breath,  people  are 
 nothing  but  phantoms  as  they  go  to  and  fro.  They  bustle  about,  but  only  in  vain.  They  heap  up 
 worth, not knowing who will get it." 

 Perhaps  he's  not  so  sure  what  God  can  handle,  so  he  tests  the  water  then  muses  in  a  general 
 way  about  human  mortality,  and  asks  a  very  safe  question  about  how  long  he's  got  to  live.  He 
 says,  "I  notice  people  die."  We  transient,  so  I  don't  expect  I'm  going  to  be  around  forever  Lord, 
 but  I  wonder  if  you  could  tell  me  how  long  I  got.  God  doesn't  strike  him  down,  so  he  gets  bolder. 
 From  these  safe  musings,  he  goes  on  to  an  honest  admission  of  need,  "But  now  Lord,  what  do  I 
 look for?" 

 Not  how  long  I'm  going  to  live.  What  do  I  really  look  for?  What  do  I  really  hope  for?  My  hope  is  in 
 you.  Remember  I  said  in  the  book  of  Job,  Job  first  wants  God  to  give  him  an  explanation,  why 
 he's  suffering.  By  the  end  all  Job  wants  is  God,  he  doesn't  need  explanation  anymore.  [laughs]  I 
 just  want  you.  That's  what  C.S.  Lewis  wanted.  I  think  he  got  that  by  the  end  of  his  life,  and  so  he 
 pleads for deliverance. He addresses seven imperatives to God. 

 Imperative  is  a  command.  "Go  get  me  some  water."  That's  an  imperative.  You  ever  told  God  a 
 command?  That's  what  petitionary  prayer  is.  These  are  the  imperatives  he  said,  save  me,  don't 
 make  me  the  scorn  of  fools.  Remove  your  scourge  from  me,  hear  are  my  prayer,  listen  to  my 
 cry,  don't  be  deaf  to  my  weeping  and  look  away  from  me.  Now,  why  couldn't  he  have  started 
 with imperatives? What held them back? 

 In  his  newfound  honesty,  he  tells  God  in  verse  nine,  I  was  silent  and  I  wouldn't  open  my  mouth, 
 because you are the one who did this to me. [laughter] 

 The  problem  is  his  pain  came  from  God  or  he  perceived  it  was  God's  fault  being  the  omnipotent, 
 sovereign  creator  and  guidance  of  his  life,  God  let  this  happened  to  him.  God  is  in  some  sense 
 a  cause  of  it.  He  was  understandably  slow  to  voice  this  because  it's  not  theologically  correct  to 
 say  God  is  a  source  of  evil.  Now,  Psalm  30  faulted  God  for  turning  his  face  away,  that  is 
 abandoning  me,  but  Psalm  39  goes  further.  Remove  your  scourge  from  me,  I'm  overcome  by 
 the blow of your hand. 
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 You  know  what  a  scourge  is?  A  whip.  He  says,  "Stop  beating  me,  I  can't  take  it  anymore."  Say 
 that  to  God?  You  got  to  be  pretty  bold  to  say  that  to  God,  you  got  to  be  pretty  desperate  to  say 
 that  to  God.  It's  not  theologically  correct  to  accuse  God  of  doing  evil  as  this  Psalmist  has  done. 
 This  is  a  statement  you  make  only  out  of  desperation  in  a  situation  of  extremity.  The  analogy  I 
 give to this is that I wouldn't write a theological textbook and say God is the cause of all my evil. 

 That's  like  I  wouldn't  go  around  and  tell  people  all  the  faults  I  can  find  with  my  wife,  but  I'll  tell 
 her  to  her  face  because  that's  needed  for  a  healthy  relationship,  and  she'll  tell  me  the  faults  I 
 have  and  we'll  work  through  that.  In  prayer  you  have  a  different  kind  of  speech  act  to  a 
 systematic  theology,  so  you  can  tell  God  anything.  God  can  handle  it.  Maybe  your  pastor  can't, 
 but God can't handle it. [laughter] 

 What  we  find  in  this  psalm  is  not  unique  in  this  psalter.  There  are  many  psalms  of  lament  that 
 make  similar  statements.  Think  of  the  opening  of  Psalm  22,  which  Jesus  prayed  in  the  cross. 
 "My  God,  my  God,  why  have  you  abandoned  me?"  You  ever  started  a  prayer  that  way?  You 
 don't  start  with,  "Oh  Lord,  you  are  so  good,  I  come  before  you."  No  just,  "Where  are  you?  I  can't 
 find you." That's how prayer starts. It doesn't end that way, but that's how it starts. 

 It  ends  better  because  it  starts  that  way,  because  it's  honest.  Or  Psalm  88,  which  of  all  the 
 psalms  is  the  most  bereft  of  hope.  "I  have  suffered  your  terrors  and  I  am  in  despair,"  says  the 
 psalmist.  In  these  kinds  of  Psalms,  we  are  bombarded  with  voices  from  the  ragged  edges  of  life 
 that  articulate  pain  honestly  to  God.  These  are  abrasive  prayers  which  complain  about  suffering 
 as intolerable and implore God to act. 

 Many  lament  Psalms  along  with  portions  of  Jeremiah  and  the  book  of  Job  are  prayers  in  which 
 life  is  experienced  as  so  raw  and  so  untrustworthy  that  I  can't  trust  my  life  anymore,  and  if  God 
 is  in  charge,  I'm  not  sure  I  can't  trust  God  anymore.  They  dare  to  speak  to  God  about  it.  They 
 don't  turn  away,  they  turn  to  God.  It  takes  much  more  faith  to  turn  to  God  in  your  disorientation 
 than it does when things are going well. It takes a huge amount of faith. 

 I  think  we  can  learn  from  the  honesty  of  the  psalmist  for  when  the  pain  and  disorientation  are 
 that  great,  I  think  we  only  have  three  options.  That's  also  on  your  diagram.  First,  we  can  bottle  it 
 up  inside  like  I  mentioned.  We  can  nurse  that  pain  until  we  self-destruct  and  it  explodes.  I  think  it 
 explodes  often  as  violence  and  abuse  against  those  around  us.  I  think  a  lot  of  spousal  and  child 
 abuse  comes  from  pain  that  has  never  been  dealt  with  and  explodes  onto  people  who  are  more 
 vulnerable than you. 

 If  we  have  nowhere  to  direct  our  pain  except  against  the  vulnerable,  how  can  we  begin  to  even 
 respond  to  the  pain  of  other  people?  We're  actually  causing  their  pain,  or  is  it  more  theologically 
 an  upright  way  to  do  this.  We  can  simply  piously  deny  the  pain  and  maintain  the  status  quo.  I'm 
 not  going  to  put  down  anybody.  If  this  applies  to  you,  I'm  not  criticizing  you,  but  I  know  I  go  to 
 churches  and  you  say,  "God  is  good  all  the  time,  all  the  time  God  is  good."  I  believe  that,  but  the 
 people  in  the  congregation  were  cringing  because  what  they  need  to  do  is  to  tell  God,  "I  don't 
 see your best right now. Can you help me?" 
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 If  you're  in  a  more  liturgical  church  as  I  am  currently,  you  say  the  Gloria  Patri.  “Glory  be  to  the 
 Father,  and  to  the  Son,  and  to  the  Holy  Ghost.  As  it  was  in  the  beginning,  so  is  now  and  ever 
 shall  be,  world  without  end.  Amen.”  I  know  what  it  means  originally  that  God  is  praised  forever, 
 but  what  it  sounds  like  is  nothing  will  ever  change  in  your  life.  You're  stuck,  and  that's  not 
 helpful. 

 We  have  the  choice  of  lament  because  instead  of  the  violence  that  explodes  after  we  bottle  it 
 up,  or  the  numbness  that  we  get  to  the  suffering  of  the  world  and  our  own  suffering  if  we  simply 
 piously  deny  it,  what  we  do,  we  take  the  pain  we  have  as  the  psalmist  do,  take  our  anger,  take 
 our  doubt,  take  a  terror  of  life  and  put  it  at  the  feet  of  the  Most  High  God,  we  can  bring  our  pain 
 to  the  throne  of  grace  and  say,  "You're  supposed  to  be  faithful,  but  I  don't  see  it.  You're 
 supposed to be good, but I'm not experiencing it." 

 Contrary  to  appearances,  that  desperate,  honest  voicing  of  pain  to  God  is  not  blasphemy.  It's  a 
 redemptive  and  holy  act,  and  God  honors  that.  Prayers  of  lament  are  radical  acts  of  faith  and 
 hope  because  they  refuse,  even  in  the  midst  of  the  disorientation,  to  give  up  on  Hashem.  Our 
 Lord,  to  who  else  shall  we  go?  You  alone  have  the  words  of  eternal  life.  Even  though  it's  difficult, 
 we  got  to  come  to  you.  The  only  speech  addressed  to  God  will  get  us  through  our  sufferings. 
 Silence will not get us through. 

 We  need  to  sermon  God  into  our  sufferings  like  the  writer  of  Psalm  30  did.  "Hear,  oh  Lord,  and 
 be  merciful  to  me.  Oh  Lord,  be  my  help."  Even  the  writer  of  Psalm  39,  who  in  his  impropriety 
 said,  "Look  away  from  me  that  I  may  rejoice  again."  That's  how  he  ended  the  Psalm.  It  doesn't 
 have  to  be  theological  correct  speech,  but  it  has  to  be  honest.  When  we  have  the  audacity, 
 another word for that is faith, to lay our pain at God's feet, something amazing happens. 

 God  comes,  because  lament  psalms  have  their  grounding  ultimately  in  the  exodus  from  Egypt. 
 That  central  and  founding  event  of  the  old  Testament  where  Yahweh  delivered  the  Israelites 
 from  Egyptian  bondage.  Central  to  the  story  as  it's  told  in  the  Old  Testament,  though  not  central 
 as  we  remember  it  because  of  movies  like  10  Commandments  and  The  Prince  of  Egypt  ,  they 
 just leave this out. 

 The  Prince  of  Egypt  may  have  a  little  hint  of  it.  You  have  the  primal  scream  of  the  pain  of  the 
 Israelites  after  400  years  of  bondage.  The  Israelites  have  grown  in  their  slavery  and  cried  out 
 and  their  cry  for  help  because  of  their  slavery  went  up  to  God  and  God  heard  their  groaning, 
 and  remembered  his  covenant  with  Abraham,  with  Isaac,  and  with  Jacob,  and  God  looked  on 
 the Israelites and was concerned about them. 

 I  suggest  that  agonized  cry  of  pain  that  went  up  to  God  and  then  God  came  down,  is  that  it 
 echoes  resoundingly  through  every  lament  psalm,  which  is  articulating  today  that  same 
 agonized  cry  of  pain  asking  for  help.  Lament  is  redemptive,  not  just  because  in  lament  you  cling 
 to  God  in  desperate  faith.  That's  good  that  you  do  that.  More  fundamentally,  lament  is 
 redemptive  because  it  fits  the  very  pattern  of  the  biblical  story  as  the  hinge  or  even  the  fulcrum 
 between bondage and deliverance. 

 12 



 That's  true  in  the  New  Testament  too.  Think  of  Jesus  in  the  garden  of  Gethsemane  as  he  faces 
 his  time  of  disorientation.  He  cries  out  in  sorrow,  sweating  blood,  pleading  with  his  Father  to  let 
 this  cup  pass  from  me.  That's  a  lament  psalm.  On  the  cross  in  the  midst  of  his  disorientation  and 
 agony,  he  cries  out  quoting  Psalm  22.  The  disorientation  and  the  death  of  Jesus  were  so 
 massive,  says  the  New  Testament,  that  when  he  died,  the  earth  shook.  Creation  itself  reeled  in 
 a cosmic sympathy with the son of God. 

 Jesus  was  plunged  into  the  abyss.  He  was  plunged  into  the  abyss  of  death.  He  was  crucified 
 dead,  buried,  says  the  Apostle's  Creed.  He  descended  into  hell,  into  Hades,  into  Sheol,  into  the 
 pit,  but  even  his  cry  of  abandonment  went  up  the  God.  After  three  days  of  his  disorientation  and 
 agonized cry, God raised him from the dead. That's the same pattern as the Exodus. 

 The  lament  psalms  articulate  today  our  participation  in  the  cross  of  Christ  and  our  anticipation  of 
 resurrection.  More  than  this,  the  cross  itself  was  God's  response  to  the  lament  of  all  creation. 
 For  creation  itself,  says  Paul,  was  groaning  in  its  bondage  to  decay,  subject  of  futility  and 
 yearning  eagerly  for  redemption,  just  like  the  Israelites  and  their  bondage.  We  ourselves  groan 
 inwardly, says the apostle, 

 Our  articulation  of  these  groanings  into  prayer,  even  prayers  on  the  ragged  edges  of  propriety, 
 have  the  potential  to  unleash  the  power  of  the  resurrection  and  they  lead  to  a  new  creation,  but 
 we  have  to  cry  out.  What  unites  these  three  pivotal  events  in  the  Bible  is  the  pattern  of  calling  on 
 God.  The  watchword  of  lament  prayer  could  well  be  the  words  of  Joel  2:32  quoted  by  Peter  on 
 the  day  of  Pentecost  in  Acts  2  and  by  Paul  in  Romans  10.  Everyone  who  calls  on  the  name  of 
 the Lord shall be saved, but you have to call. 

 In  conclusion,  I  want  to  suggest  that  silence  about  pain  in  our  society  and  in  our  church  conveys 
 a  very  simple  message.  It's  a  message  I  don't  believe  in.  The  message  is  God  doesn't  care 
 about  your  suffering.  Too  many  Christians  have  been  obliged  to  suppress  their  pain  and  sing 
 what  feels  to  them  like  glib  hymns  of  praise  and  thanksgiving,  when  what  they  really  needed 
 was  closer  to  a  primal  scream  of  rage.  I'm  not  saying  you  should  have  a  primary  scream  of  rage 
 in  your  worship  services.  That's  not  my  point,  but  we  have  to  learn  to  process  the  pain  of  our 
 congregants. 

 If  we  are  following  the  Psalter  as  a  ground  of  our  worship,  one-third  of  our  worship  should  be 
 lament.  Can  we  even  come  close  to  that?  I  don't  know.  Hurting  visitors  are  often  excluded  from 
 participation  in  worship  by  invocations,  which  say,  "Let  us  all  come  together  and  put  aside  our 
 problems  and  worship  God."  There  was  a  time  when  I  was  struggling  in  my  faith  about  30  years 
 ago. I'm going to talk about it this afternoon a little bit, when I was visiting churches. 

 I  was  on  the  edge  of  losing  my  faith  and  I'd  come  to  a  church  and  I'd  be  told,  put  aside  your 
 problem  and  go  and  worship  God.  I  just  walked  back  out.  Went  to  worship  God  in  the  park  that 
 Sunday.  Until  I  found  one  church,  I  came  to  this  church  and  the  pastor  says,  "Let  us  bring  all  of 
 our  trouble  to  the  throne  of  grace  because  God  is  big  and  can  deal  with  it."  That's  the 
 invocation.  I  just  started  crying.  I  never  left  that  church  and  I  had  to  leave  that  city,  because  that 
 church renewed my faith totally. 

 13 



 In  fact,  they  had  me  do  a  testimony  time  on  a  Sunday  night.  I  said  my  testimony  is  going  to  be 
 about  going  in  the  valley.  The  pastor  said  that's  fine.  If  that's  where  you're  at,  that's  your 
 testimony.  It  was  hopeful  because  I  could  articulate  my  negativity,  but  also  I  began  to  see  the 
 light.  Jesus  is  the  morning  star  in  revelation.  That's  Venus,  right?  The  morning  star.  How  can 
 you  see  the  morning  star?  Because  you're  in  the  dark.  Morning  hasn't  come  yet.  The  light  of  the 
 sun is hitting the star so you know dawn is coming. 

 Even  in  the  darkness,  when  we  call  out  to  God,  we  have  the  hope  of  resurrection.  That's  why  so 
 many  of  these  lament  psalms  end  in  hope,  and  even  the  ones  that  don't  explicitly  mention  hope, 
 I  think  are  hopeful.  If  the  church  was  to  take  the  psalms  of  lament  seriously  as  model  modes  of 
 speech,  as  an  alternative  protocol  to  the  world's  way  of  dealing  with  suffering,  in  our  communal 
 life,  not  just  pastoral  counseling,  which  we  do.  If  we  process  the  pain  of  our  members  in  public 
 worship, it would convey the quite radical message that our suffering matters to God. 

 It  matters  so  much  that  he  bore  it  in  his  own  body  on  the  tree.  If  our  suffering  matters  to  God,  we 
 might  begin  to  believe  and  feel  that  the  suffering  of  others  matters  too.  Voicing  our  pain  to  God 
 might  be  redemptive  not  only  for  ourselves,  but  for  the  world.  As  the  hinge  or  the  fulcrum  even 
 which  unleashes  the  power  of  the  resurrection,  lament  has  the  potential  to  generate  genuine 
 thanksgiving for the grace of God and energize the church for its mission in a suffering world. 

 Thank you very much. 

 [applause] 

 [00:49:39] [END OF AUDIO] 
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