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Mark 15:33 “When it vas noon,darknes cameoverthe vhole land until threen the atemoon.

34 A three o'clock &suscried out vith a loud voice, "Boi, Eloi, lema sbachthani?" wich means"My God,
my God, Wy haveyou brsaken ne?" 35 Wien ®me ofthe bytandes head it, they sid, "Listen, he is alling
for Elijah." 36 And ssmeonean, filled a spongenith sourwine, putit on a stickand gave it to him to dk,
saying, "Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to take him down."

37 Then Jassgave a loud iy and beathed hidast. 38 Ad the cutain of the temple astorn in two, from top
to bottom.39 Nowwhen the entuion, who dood facing him, sawhat in ths way he beathed hidast, he said,
"Truly this man was God's Sn!"

This is the third Sunday of Lent and my first opportunity to preach in this series: Tough Payers for
Tough Tmes We know a few things about effortful prayers. Two weekends ago I was down for the count with
a stomach virus causing me to miss a rather large wedding in Marietta. This weekend we returned to Marietta to
officiate another wedding and many an effortful prayer was lifted up. Perhaps the one praying most earnestly
was Rodger Murchison — thanks again, buddy, for stepping in! I am feeling very good today. We also know a
thing or two about easy prayers. They come to us effortlessly when the sun is rising, the birds are singing and
we fill our lungs with the promises of a new day. We know about the easy prayers that speak of gratitude in our
plentitude. I have prayed these easy prayers at my wedding and when the doctor congratulated us on our two
healthy children.

But what happens when the prayers come only through clenched teeth? There is the anguished prayer of
one wanting to find companionship, or the couple who ache all over because they have no child. It is in the
tough prayers during tough times that we discover who we really are. C. S. Lewis suffered a grievous loss late
in his life; his wife Joy died after a painful struggle with cancer. Although Lewis had written for decades
defending the faith, following Joy’s death, he found himself in a dark night of the soul. During this time he
recorded his thoughts in a fine little book entitled “A Grief Observed.” If we were to read only one work of
Lewis, in my opinion this would be the book. In the opening pages he alludes to tough prayers in tough times:
... “[Where] is God? ...When you are happy, so happy that you have no sense of needing Him, so happy that
you are 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 — so it feels — welcomed with open arms. But go to Him when your need is
desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of
bolting and double bolting on the inside. After that, silence” (A Grief Observed, p. 7).

What Lewis is talking about is a tough prayer.

That is the kind of prayer Jesus uttered on the cross when he said, quoting the 22" Psalm: My God,my
God, vhy hasThou brsaken ne.

In the 1970s John Claypool was pastor of the prestigious Crescent Hill Baptist Church. You have heard
me quote from him before. You may remember that during his pastorate at Crescent Hill he had to come face to
face with any parent’s worst nightmare: one of his children — 8 year old Laura Lue — was diagnosed with a
terminal disease. He wrote a book about this agonizing time of Laura Lue’s illness and death. It is titled Tracks
of a Fellow Struggle. Upon reflecting on his daughter’s death, he said these words that I believe offer a good
interpretation of the forsaken words of Jesus: “Do not counsel me not to question,” he writes, “and do not
attempt to give me any total answer.”



Looking more closely at the word forsaken, it means to withdraw companionship, protection, or support
from somebody; to give up, renounce or sacrifice something. ..

And that is what God did in the being of Jesus. Jesus was forsaken. Now, the way I see it we have a few
limited options regarding this verse. One could say Jesus was wrong. God was not forsaking him. Of course
that interpretation is problematic if we believe Jesus, as God’s Son, could not be wrong. Another way to
interpret this verse is to take it at face value: God was forsaking Jesus, but that too poses problems of
interpretation.

The fact is God did not dispatch a heavenly multitude to intervene; God did not wipe out the Roman
garrison who drove in the nails; God withheld protection from those events that led to the cross, the suffering
and death of Jesus. Oh yes, let us not whitewash this. This was a God forsaken prayer. God was silent.

And sisters and brothers, I would fail you as your pastor if I did not tell you that there are times in all of
our lives — sometimes long stretches of time — when God is silent. The answers do not come; the response is not
there; the signs are as dark as the clouds suspended above the cross.

It is tempting, is it not, to forgo tough prayers and just go down the road of quiet resignation. “Oh well,
there is nothing I can do about this. I might as well resign myself to fate, destiny, or the will of God.” Have you
ever heard someone say, “Don’t question God?” If you have or if you do, tell that person they need to go back
and read their Bibles. “Why?” is one of the more powerful ways to begin a prayer — it is uttered by the strong of
faith as much as it is of the weak. Why does Leukemia exist? Why are there some children who grow up to be
strong and others who die young? Why is life so unfair? I’ve been a part of too many funerals for someone to
tell me we cannot question.

I don’t think we can argue that Jesus is losing his faith to resignation. The NT scholar Dibelius points
out “one does not quote scripture in prayer when he gives up his faith” (Broadman Bible Commentary, p. 397).
When we stop crying out, when we stop wrestling, even when we stop doubting, that is when we lose faith. This
is not a faithless prayer. It is full of faith. But it is a tough prayer, a forsaken prayer. And there are times when
it is the only prayer we have.

Neither should these words of Jesus quoting part of the 22" Psalm be cheapened with intellectual
explanation. There are some things and events in life that just cannot be explained away. All of the
intellectualizing in the world cannot scratch the surface of life’s great whys? George Buttrick once said that life
is essentially a series of events to be borne and lived through rather than intellectual riddles to be played with
and solved. Not wishing to sound sexist, but men may have the most difficulty with this because we tend to
want to fix a problem. Amy will tell you there is a great deal around the house that needs to be fixed that I
ignore all the time!

We still lift prayers for the impossible and the improbable to God and wait for the reply. And wait. And
wait. Tough prayers often leave us wondering if God is listening. One of my favorite authors is Wendell Berry.
Several years ago he wrote a wonderful novel Jayb& Crowand as part of the story shared a conversation
between a young and searching college student and his Greek professor called “Ole Grit.” Jayber Crow, the
student, was looking for answers to his troubled life and trying to make sense out of it all. We’ve all been there.
His professor looked at him and said:

“You have been given questions to which you cannot be given answers. You
will have to live them out — perhaps a little at a time.”

“And how long is that going to take?”

“I don’t know. As long as you live, perhaps.”

“That could be a long time.”



“I will tell you a further mystery;” he said, “it may take longer.”

Because we cannot fully intellectualize this tough prayer and because these words of
Jesus will not allow us to go down the road of quiet resignation, it is perhaps the loneliest of all
possible prayers.

The icy fingers of loneliness clutch us all at one time or another. A study by the
American Council of Life Insurance reported that the loneliest group in America is college
students. That's surprising! Next on the list are divorced people, welfare recipients, single
mothers, rural students, housewives, and the elderly.

Loneliness is the fear that nobody knows what is really going on inside of you. “If they
only knew,” we find ourselves saying. Chuck Poole tells the story of attending one of those
“preacher meetings” where he was sitting at the table in a restaurant with some of the finest
preachers in the country. One of those sitting at the table was by most any standard a man that
was the picture of success, a great man of faith whose vocation is one of sharing and proclaiming
the faith. But Chuck says that there in the restaurant he was a small, lonely man and as he told

his story, that haunting phrase kept coming back around, over and over again: “If they only
knew.”

There are people with power and position and prestige who drown in those words, “If
they only knew.” There are people who seem to have it all together: a good family and a nice
home, and they are the center of any social gathering. But when night comes and they are left
alone staring at turning blades of the ceiling fan, they cannot escape their thoughts: If they only
knew

If they only knew how badly it hurts, how depressed I am, how lonely I feel, how out of
control life seems to be. If they only knew.

If my children only knew how much I long to hear from them.

If he only knew how much I loved him.

If she only knew how much I miss her.

If they only knew how I still grieve his death after this many years.
If our friends only knew what a shamble our marriage is.

If others only knew how disappointed I am.

These are words of loneliness. They are fragments and frustrations of faith. The fact is
nobody knows. Remember that old Southern Spiritual song, “Nobody Knows?”

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen.
Nobody knows but Jesus.

Nobody knows the scars of disappointments that still plow deep in your soul. Nobody
knows your doubts that wake you and scare you. Nobody knows those memories that still bring
shame after so many years. Nobody knows.

Mark 15:34: "Eloi, Eloi, lema sbachthani?"."My God, my God, Wy haveyou brsaken

me?"

Is that what Jesus is saying here? Nobody knows, God...why are YOU forsaking me.
Psalm 102:7: | lie anake;
| am like a lon&y bird on the houstop.



Maybe here is the point. The cry of Jesus, the tough prayer on his lips, marks him as a
man who identified with the people. Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, “Death shows that the world is
not what it should be, but that it needs redemption. Christ alone overcomes death” (A Year With
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, p. 111). This tough prayer is a prayer of presence. This crucified Jesus is
the one who stands with us in our loneliness, in our isolation, in our God-forsakenness. This
Jesus is no ethereal and detached child of God, but one who lowered himself to the place of
suffering, even unto death.

If we believe that Jesus was God’s Son — and this was precisely the confession of the
Roman centurion at the foot of the cross who said, “Truly this man was God’s Son” (v. 39) —if
we believe that Jesus was God’s Son then we have presence in all our longings, sufferings and
struggles.

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen.
Nobody knows but Jesus.

The hope was - and is - that with Friday's forsakenness and darkness there would be a
Sunday of reunion and hope. The forsakenness of God was not the final word. God does not
reman silent. There is an Easter, to be sure, but we best not rush there. It cheapens the faith,
negates the journey, and lacks authenticity.

We can get to the other side of our forsaken prayers knowing that this Jesus journeys
with us. On the other side is the reunion, the hope, the answer.

God doesn’t take all our sufferings away — the loneliness, the isolation. Neither do I
believe God is toying with us by not intervening. In a world of precarious freedoms some things
we have to live through. To believe otherwise is to domesticate God, to dumb down our faith.
What God does is give us his presence in Christ.

Ironically this prayer begins with God forsaking and ends with the acknowledgement of
God’s presence. What sounds like words of dereliction from Jesus on the cross is in reality a
prayer of affirmation — even in death that separates the individual from everyone else, God is
here.

The most holy times I have ever had have been in the face of death. I am not sure how to
describe it. I just know there comes a time in everyone’s life when we have to face up to the
reality that in death there is no doctor on earth that can help. No banker can do anything about it.
The most powerful rulers on earth are powerless. No lawyer, no judge, police officer can do
anything in the face of death. It is a God moment. In the carnage of God forsaken, God is there.

When we pray this prayer, we are getting honest with ourselves and in effect saying:
God, I know that there is nothing I can do ultimately to fulfill myself and bring for myself the
security and satisfaction I need. I cannot buy it or earn it. I am helpless. It is up to you, God.”

The prayer begins with forsakenness. It ends in dependence.
This is not a prayer of quiet resignation. This is not a prayer that will allow for

intellectual explanation. This is a prayer of presence. That is one reason I believe so many of
us find strength in Paul’s words in the book of Romans:



NRS Romans 8:31 What then are we to say about these things? If Gad isfor us whois
against u® ... 35 Who wil separate usfrom the loveof Christ? Wil hardship, or distress, or
persecution, or &mine, or nakénes, or peiil, or smord? ...38 For | am convince that neither
death, nor lie, nor angelsnor rulers, nor things pesent, nor things to coej nor powers, 39 nor
height,nor depth, nor anything etsin all creation,will be able to sparate usfrom the loveof
God in Chrst Jesusour Lord.

Jayber Crow by Wendell Berry. Copyright 2000 by Wendell Berry, 2001 by Counterpoint. All rights reserved.

A Year With Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Daily Meditations from His Letters, Writings, and Sermons by Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. Copyright 2005 HarperSanFrancisco. All rights reserved.

TheSaipture quatationscontained herein are from he New Revised Standard Version Bble, copyight, 1989, by the Division of
Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches d Christin the U.S.A. Usedby permission. All rights reservel.



	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5

