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Job 23:1-12  ……   Then Job answered: “Today also my complaint is bitter; God’s hand is heavy despite my groaning. Oh, that I knew where I might find Him, that I might come even to His dwelling! I would lay my case before God, and fill my mouth with arguments. I would learn what God would answer me, and understand what God would say to me. Would He contend with me in the greatness of  power? No; but He would give heed to me. There an upright person could reason with God, and I should be acquitted forever by my judge.  If I go forward, God is not there; or backward, I cannot perceive Him; on the left God hides, and I cannot behold him; I turn to the right, but I cannot see Him. But God knows the way that I take; when I am tested, I shall come out like gold. My foot has held fast to His steps; I have kept God’s way and have not turned aside.  I have not departed from the commandments; I have treasured in my bosom the words of God’s mouth.

Lament:    Holding On To God In The Heart Of The Storm

A couple of weeks ago, I watched the movie 'Fiddler On The Roof' on TV.  The movie is based on the book 'Tevye and His Daughters' or 'Tevye, the Milkman' – written originally in Yiddish, and published in 1894.   The musical's title stems from a painting 'The Fiddler' by Marc Chagall – one of many paintings he created about Eastern European Jewish life.  They often included a fiddler – a metaphor for survival through faith, tradition and joyfulness in a life of uncertainty and imbalance.  Set in Tsarist Russia in 1905 – in the little Jewish village of Anatevka – the story centres on Tevye – the father of 5 daughters – and his attempts to maintain his family and Jewish traditions against encroaching influences – including, in the end – an edict from the Tsar that sends a pogrom (persecution) and evicts the Jews from their homes.  In the story, the main character, Tevye, keeps us an intimate, real, and frank conversation with God – even when God doesn't provide immediate answers.  Maybe even especially then.  "On the one hand,"  he says as he talks it over with God, "But on the other hand …."  he muses.

It's that same soul-searching, gut-wrenching type of conversation that we hear this morning – both from Job and the Psalmist – as they struggle with the difficult circumstances of their lives.   "Today, my complaint is bitter,"  cries Job.  "Oh, that I knew where I might find God.  I would lay my case before Him, and fill my mouth with arguments.  I would learn what God would answer me – and understand what God would say to me."  (23:1-5)    And the Psalmist, in Psalm 22 – offers that most poignant of cries:  "My God, my God – why have You forsaken me?  Why are You so far from helping me – from the words of my groaning?"

These are cries that come from the deepest place within us.  They are not polite – soothing words to God – but honest, gut-wrenching, soul-searching, demanding laments.  Can you hear the depths of emotion being expressed?  Have you been there yourself?  Perhaps at the time of a death of a loved one?  Or when life is falling apart all around you – and your prayers seem to hit the ceiling and disappear?  God seems far away – or absent altogether – and you feel alone and abandoned in your struggle?  Have you been there?
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Part of the living power of the Bible is the honesty it portrays.  It doesn't try and cover up the failing and mistakes of the people of God through the ages.  Even the so-called heroes and heroines of the Bible are shown with their weaknesses on display for all to see:   Abraham denying that Sarah was his wife in order to save his own skin;    Sarah herself – forcing Hagar into the wilderness to die with her son Ishmael;    Moses trying to wriggle out of God's call to rescue the Hebrew people.  King David and his sleazy affair with Bethsheba;   King Ahab and his wife Jezebel stealing Naboth's vineyard;   Paul – persecuting the early Christians …. These are just some of the heroes and heroines of the Bible with feet of clay – not so very different in many ways from us!  

And laments – like those of Job and the Psalmist – and Tevye, the milkman  – this morning, catch us by their raw honesty, their grittiness, their earthy depths, their soul-drenched cries.   We can identify with them – heart to heart.  They speak to our faith – and to the doubts we all have at times – if we’re honest with ourselves.   Taken out of context – laments sometimes appear to be denials of faith – or God.  And in a society that doesn't want to hear distressing things – they are counter-cultural.  Those who raise laments are often counselled – like Job is by his friends if you read further in the story  – to 'toughen up', 'don't wear your heart on your sleeve;   and put on the mask to the world that all is well – even if your world is crumbling all around you.  The fault must be yours, Job – or Joe or Sally.  So just suck it up!

But keeping quiet isn't always the faithful response.  Lament can be faith.  Why? Because it is real – and keeps the dialogue with God open and alive.  In the midst of the challenges of poverty, pograms, and eviction – Tevye talks, cries, complains, and listens in his day to day conversations with the One he can't always feel close to him – or understand – but with Whom he has an unshakeable connection.  
And, in spite of experiencing the 'heaviness' of God's hand  (23:2)  - in spite of wishing, as he says "to vanish into darkness"  (23:19) – Job, too, hangs on to God.

And that leads to one of the most characteristic and surprising elements of lament – particularly in the Hebrew Scriptures.  Once the protests have been sounded – once the rawness of complaint has been laid open before God – lament typically ends in trust and hope that God will not only be present – but will act.
Let's look again for a second at Psalm 22.  The first 15 verses contain only lament – laying out for all to see the bleeding, painful wounds that the Psalmist has experienced.   “My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?  Why are You so far – abandoning me as I groan in mercy?  O my God, I cry by day, but You do not answer;  and by night, but find no rest.”    But that is not the whole psalm.  In the 2nd part -  The Psalmist begins to remember how God has acted faithfully in the past –  “Yet, You are holy, praised through all generations.  In You, our parents trusted;  they trusted and You came to their aid. To You they cried, and were heard.   In You they trusted, and were not disappointed.”

And in the book of Job – bitter lament is also not the final word – but the path by which he gains some peace and hope – even if he still doesn't have all the answers.  "I have uttered what I did not understand," he says in chapter 42.  "Things too wonderful for me, which I did not know."   
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 Lament – contrary to a lack of faith – witnesses to a vital faith that takes both the incongruities – the challenges and difficulties of this life – and the promises of God – seriously.

Lament is important.  We're good at bringing gratitude and joy into our conversations with God.  But what of the other times – the hard times, the lonely times, the anxious times – when God seems absent or hidden – or even worse - uncaring of the pain and struggle that disturbs and unsettles us as individuals and communities.   What then?   

God does not need protection from the honest and searching words of our hearts.  Instead – God invites us into honest conversation – even if it is filled with raw emotion, and questioning complaint.  That's is not of a lack or denial of faith – but a faith that is real – and willing to struggle with unanswered – and sometimes unanswerable – questions by hanging on to God in the heart of the storm.  

So – if there are things in your life right now that make you sad – or anxious.  If there are questions about your future - or decisions that you have to make hanging over your head.  If you are facing challenges and don’t know which way to turn.  If you have prayed to God – but God seems a long way off:    Talk to God openly and honestly.  Lament - cry, ask, complain, question.  Speak to God as you would to your best friend.  Open your heart with honesty about what is really going on in your life.  And then listen and wait in trust in the midst of the storm – until God makes your path clear, gives you direction and guidance – or just brings you peace to follow God’s will.  And remember – with God, all things are possible.

May it be so.  Amen

