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BLAINE
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION

Holy and Gracious God, awaken us now to your Word! Touch our spirits with your Spirit! Open our minds to your mind! Grasp our hearts in such a way that we know your heart! And as you do Lord, empower us to be your witnesses in this world. We ask these things in the Name of our Risen Savior, Amen.
“WHERE IS GOD?”

There was a movie several years ago called The Count of Monte Cristo. Maybe you’ve seen it? It is based on a Novel from 1844, by Alexander Dumas. It stared Jim Caviezel, the guy who played Jesus in the movie The Passion. The plot is pretty straight forward. A young man named Edmond Dantes is falsely imprisoned by his jealous friend. And after suffering through a horrendous time of abuse, finally escapes, and uses a hidden treasure to extract revenge.
On his first day of imprisonment though, Edmond enters his cell escorted by the sadistic warden, Dorleac. As he walks in, he looks up and sees an inscription gouged into an otherwise barren wall. It says “GOD WILL GIVE US JUSTICE”.  Dorleac, seeing where Edmond is looking, sneers. “People are always trying to motivate themselves in here,” he says. “Or they keep calendars. But pretty soon they lose interest and die, and all I am left with, I’m afraid, is a rather unsightly wall!”
“So, I have devised another way to help our prisoners keep track of time. Every year, on the anniversary of their imprisonment, I hurt them. Usually it’s just a simple beating, really. Although, on their first day here—as in your case today—I like to do something rather special.” Dorleac keeps talking, as the guards chain Edmond, and hoist him off the floor by his wrists.
“And if you are thinking just now,” Dorleac continues, as he prepares his whip, ‘Why me, O God?’ The answer is, God has nothing to do with it! In fact, God is never seen in France this time of year.” “God has everything to do with it,” the terrified Edmond answers. “He is everywhere! He sees everything!” Dorleac’s response is chilling! “All right, let’s make a bargain then, shall we? You ask God for help, and I’ll stop the moment He shows up.” And with that, he begins to whip the defenseless and innocent Edmond mercilessly!
“Where is God?”  That’s the question often asked in the middle of hardship and devastation! It’s right there on our lips! And if not, certainly in our hearts! It’s quite common! Many of us stand right beside Edmond, tempted to despair, even though we know God is everywhere, and sees all things! In the movie, the truth eventually plays out! As it often does in life. But in that moment—during the dark time, in those horrendous days and years when you are imprisoned and alone, or feel that way—unjustly crushed, or threatened—it’s pretty easy to wonder where God is, isn’t it! And sometimes, to even wonder if He is there at all! “Where, in all of this, is God?”
That was Job’s question. Not at first, mind you. And certainly not at the end! He never questions the existence of God, just why God doesn’t intervene in what he is going through! And that question, “Where is God”, actually becomes his statement of faith later on! We talked about that last week!

But in the twenty-third chapter of Job, Job is right smack in the middle of his suffering, almost drowning in his grief. And his heart cries out for answers! “Lord, where in the midst of all this, are you?” Again, he’s not asking if there is a God? He knows the answer to that. Or if someone has stolen God? That’s just absurd! Or why God isn’t seen in France this time of year? He is asking, at this point in his misery, “why God has hidden His face”. Maybe you’ve been there?

“If only I knew where to find him. If only I could go to His dwelling place. There I would state me case before him and fill my mouth with arguments. I’d point out this injustice that surrounds me, this obvious unfair treatment! I’m sure that the Lord would make it right! Only He’s absent just now. He has, apparently, abandoned me right now. And I don’t’ have a clue where to look for Him!” …Where is God?

We opened a can of worms last week, didn’t we? We opened the Book of Job. We snuck a peak at human pain and suffering, and in the process, opened ourselves to unknowns! Job was upright and blameless before God, if you recall. God even says so Himself! He feared the Lord and shunned evil. And over his lifetime he had accumulated all kinds of things, possessions and people and prestige.
It looked as if God had blessed him mightily! Blessed his piety! Blessed his choices! Blessed his lifestyle! Blessed his beliefs! But then, in single day, for no earthly reason, disaster rains down around him! And the news of it pounds against Job like waves from a storm, crashing against a rocky shore!

For those of you who weren’t here last week, or for those of you with short memories, a quick review. First, a messenger arrives saying that the Sabean army has carried off all of Job’s oxen and donkeys, and killed the servants who were watching them. Then a second messenger arrives saying that lightning has started a huge fire, which burned up all of Job’s sheep, thousands of them, as well as the servants watching them. Then a third messenger appears, exclaiming how the Chaldeans have swept down out of the hills and carried off all of Job’s camels, and killed all the servants who were watching them!
Job is crushed! Who wouldn’t be? And as reality slowly hits him—that he is bankrupt, penniless, without a thing—a fourth messenger limps up to him with even more devastating news! A violent wind has blown in from the desert collapsing the roof of his oldest son’s house, killing all of Job’s children!
Then, on yet another day, Job was suddenly inflicted with painful sores from the top of his head down to the soles of his feet! And this skin disease was so bad, along with his grief and depression, that Job just sat in the middle of an ash heap, and scraped at the sores with a piece of broken pottery!

His wife, rather than supporting him, decides instead to chastise him. She says to her husband, just give up you fool! Give up on God! Give up your faith! She implies that God just doesn’t care, or maybe doesn’t even exist! “Just curse God and die!” she says. Not exactly what I would call helpful advice!
Then three of Job’s closest friends arrive, friends who are wrong, but friends who really do care! They come from far and wide to be with him in the midst of this tragedy. A wonderful thing to do, by the way! But then they start to explore with Job, all of the things that he has potentially done wrong! Something that is never helpful! In the blink of an eye, all hell has broken loose on this poor man, literally!
Last week we mentioned how the name “Job” can mean “the hated or persecuted one,” which is certainly how all this looks! Then we discovered a second translation of his name, one that carries a question, “Where is the Divine Father”! And it’s a statement of faith remember, of turning to God, of searching for God, of reaching out to God, even in, or especially in, the midst of despair! It’s more like, “Well, where is God”! Job eventually comes to a place of resolution! But right now, Job is feeling pretty down! Maybe you’ve been there? Maybe you’re there right now?
And here’s the thing. What happens when that search for God is unfruitful—or appears that way—at least in the moment? What happens when God does seem temporarily absent? What happens when, even though you diligently seek God, it still feels as if He has turned His back? What happens when you are in between, faith and faith?
Have you ever experienced a “Dark Night of the Soul”? It’s not as if you doubt the existence of God! Or that He’s good! Or that He cares, even! It’s just that He seems to be missing-in-action, hiding His face, at least from you! You find yourself metaphorically sitting in the Ash Heap of Life, covered in despair, unable to even move! You are scrapping away at open sores with a broken piece of glass, raw places, that cover you from head to toe! You move through your day on autopilot, like a zombie, just going through the motions of a “world without end”! You’re climbing an enormous mountain, step by laborious step, only it’s a mountain of sand, and with each step you keep slipping back, more and more and more! “Where are you God? Don’t you see what’s happening to me? Why have you turned your back?”

You cry alongside of the Psalmist, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from the words of my groaning? O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer.” The writer feels scorned by men and despised by people, mocked and insulted, exhausted and trapped, hopeless and afraid! So, in grief, he cries out in agony! Have you been there, in that dark and lonely place?
Scripture says this Psalm, is a Psalm of David. So, it’s the King of an Empire who describes his despair with this image of dying from hunger and thirst! “My tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth,” he says! I can count all of my bones! It sounds as if he is on the verge of utter collapse, doesn’t it? “The lions and bulls surround me,” he says, “casting lots and dividing up my garments.” He feels as if God has intentionally hidden His face from him, and that his very life is being poured out like a trickle of water.
“Where are you God? Why don’t you answer?” So, my question is, have you ever muttered that cry? Or at a minimum, been tempted to?

We all have tough times! But sometimes they hit us in waves! And right now, some folks are currently in a trough! Times are tough for many! And the fear that things are going to get worse is lurking right outside of the door! There are issues all across the world, in fact! Wars and rumors of wars! Famine and persecution! Drugs and human trafficking! I don’t think I have to expound on this!
But people here at home are struggling too! Some have health concerns, or money struggles, or even difficulty finding an affordable place to live! Have you watched the Stock Market in the last few days? I have to tell you, I have never, ever, in my three score plus days on this earth, seen this country more divided than it is today! People simply cannot hear each other anymore! Or more accurately, won’t listen to each other! Anyone with a different opinion is instantly an enemy! People leap into their own little socio-political corner and immediately draw their swords!

Relationships are strained! Friendships are hard-pressed! And marriages, and families, are feeling crushed! Church fights are common, and not just in the New Testament! Catastrophic medical reports are hitting the shores like tsunami waves, knocking folks to their knees, or flat on their backs! We cry, in harmony with David, “My God! My God! Why have you forsaken me?”
And we are not alone. A famous politician wrote this in his personal journal, “I am now the most miserable man living! If what I feel were equally distributed to the whole human family, there would not be one cheerful face on earth! To remain as I am is impossible. I must die, or be better.” It’s reminiscent of Job, isn’t it? The person who wrote this was a man of magnificent character too! An upright and pious man! The Leader of the Free World, actually! His name was Abraham Lincoln!
Here he was the President of the United States, a very well-protected man, financially-secure, a man of extremely deep faith! But a man who, at the moment, was feeling absolutely alone, completely isolated from God, haunted by dark and debilitating thoughts! My point is, despair and depression—that feeling of being overwhelmed—is a common human condition!
Maybe our Psalm today sounds familiar? It should. Jesus quoted it as He hung in agony on the Cross of Calvary. In that moment, even Jesus was surrounded by despair, bearing the weight of all of our sins; “My God! My God! Why have you forsaken me?” What I’m trying to say is, “We are not alone! Others have been here before! Others are there right now! And still others will experience the Valley of the Shadow at some future point in time! Even our Lord went through it!” Only sometimes, knowing that, doesn’t help!
Maybe, like Job, when you were in the pit, some good hearted, but non-thinking friends came along and tried to help. Or maybe, you’ve done that for someone else!
“You are wasting your time with God,” says his wife. “You’ve obviously screwed up,” say his friends. “You are a sinner,” says pretty much everyone around him. “You need to repent and confess. Bad things don’t happen to good people, so you most certainly are bad! This has to be some kind of punishment, or trial, one designed to make you a better person!” Everyone’s got advice, right? Everyone has an opinion! And Satan, takes all that, and just stirs the emotional pot!
Job’s friends start off well! I have to give them that! They come to Job in the midst of his grief. They sympathize with him, and even sit in silence with him, “when words are not enough”! What a great lesson! But then they start offering “sound theological advice”, or what they feel is “sound theological advice”. You may have experienced that as well. People just start talking, as if they are speaking for God!
Instead of wrapping up their friend in love, they started beating him over the head with justice. Instead of pouring out compassion, they dish up righteous indignation. Instead of holding Job’s hand, there in the middle of the ash heap, admitting that they can’t possibly understand all the ways of God, they just continue to point out how dirty Job looks! That too, might be a lesson for us?
And the “great accusation” of Job’s friends is that he has sinned! And obviously, God punishes sin with calamity! It’s a warped sort of “reward and punishment” theology, one still pretty common today! However, it’s a theology that is completely contrary to the way God actually works!
Never forget that it was “while we were still sinners”, unworthy and unclean, that Jesus redeemed us, by willingly going to the Cross on our behalf! It wasn’t after we were made perfect! Please remember that! And Satan’s “great accusation”, in all of this, is actually quite similar to that of Job’s friends. He claims that the entire relationship between God and Job is based solely on Blessings. “The only reason that Job worships you, God” says Satan, “is that you protect him, and give him gifts!”
And the irony in that, which we also talked about last week, is that only God can vindicate Job, prove his faithfulness. And only by allowing Satan to mess with him. And only Job can vindicate God, prove God’s faithfulness. And only by staying in relationship with God, even in the midst of all the stuff, even in the midst of all the questions, even in the midst of accusatory friends!
Job is a story of faith and perseverance, faith and perseverance in the midst of human suffering! “Yet I am not silenced by the darkness,” Job says, “by the thick darkness that covers my face”! Job maintains his integrity, even in a time of despair, even in the midst of doubt! And the key to that, clearly, is keeping a Heavenly point of view! When Job was tempted to lose that point of view, Almighty God confronts him with the truth. “Where were you,” says the Lord, “when I laid the earth’s foundation. Tell me if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! Who stretched a measuring line across it? On what were its footings set? Who laid its cornerstone?” …In other words, you’re not God!
It’s not about us, is it? It’s not about the here and now, even! It is not about life, but eternal life! We are here to declare the Glory of God! And one of the most powerful ways that we can do that is, in the midst of the dark times, to trust Him even more! And all of God’s people said, Amen!
PASTORAL PRAYER

     As we search for you Lord, and as we find you, turn and scoop us up into your arms. Help us to feel you close Lord, even when the world around us seems so distant. Enable us to see you Lord, especially when times seem so dark. And empower us to trust you Lord, to turn to you, to Worship you, in good times and in bad. For you are indeed our God, the Creator of all that is, and all that was, and all that ever will be!

     Receive our prayers this morning Lord, our silent ones, and those we share aloud. Open your heart to us Father, just as we open up ours to you now. Hear our celebrations Lord, and our joy and our thanksgiving for the many blessings you pour out continually. And accept our pleas and petitions Lord, for the times that seem to come in other ways. Take our hands as we walk in the dark Father. Guide our paths with illumination as the shadows threaten to close in. And lead us, Dear God, in the ways of your Son Jesus Christ. 

     This morning Father, we ask for your blessings to be showered upon this church, and on all of those who walk through its doors. We ask you to draw everyone here nearer to you on a daily basis, through the power and presence of your Holy Spirit. And we ask you Lord to use us in powerful and visual ways to further your Kingdom here on earth! So that together, we will bring Glory and Honor to you with all that we say and do.

     Thank you, Lord! And thank you for being with………………………………. Thank you for our lives, and thank you for this family which meets in your Name. And thank you for the legacy that we will leave for those who come behind us. Hear us Father, as we pray as we were taught, saying, Our Father…
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