February 28, 2010
God’s Heart Breaks
Philippians 3:17-4:1

Luke 13:31-35
This has been a very difficult week for the Granville community. There have been so many losses in such a short time. On Thursday Bob Parsley died, after a long fight with cancer; he was a young father and leaves his wife and three school-age children, and a whole village who grieves for his family. Then the next day came then news that Gretchen Dubbe passed away; Gretchen, too, was well-known and so well-loved in this community; she, too, died of cancer after a thirteen-year fight, and she, too, leaves a family and many, many people who grieve. We’ve all read or heard about Chris Harmon’s terrible accident while lifting weights; he just graduated from High School last year. There’s just a feeling of so much sorrow; there’s that pressing weight that we are all so vulnerable.
Whenever something awful happens to people we love, there is a flood of feelings. Often one of the feelings is anger, and we want to shake our fists at the sky and say, “Why?” I’ve heard that question this week. Sometimes the question means, “Why does so much pain happen in this world?” but often it’s more pointed: “Why did God let this happen?”

Whenever I hear the question, I remember a sermon preached by the late William Sloan Coffin. He was a giant of a man, and filled the pulpit of Riverside Church in New York for many, many years. I had the privilege of hearing him preach many times when I was in school at Union Seminary, which is right next door to Riverside. 

One night his own family was hit by tragedy. His grandson Alex died in a terrible accident; his car swerved off the road in a storm, and Alex’ car sank into the water next to the road. Ten days after his grandson’s death, William Sloan Coffin stepped into the pulpit and preached a sermon called “Eulogy for Alex.” In it he writes these words: 

When a person dies, there are many things that can be said, and there is at least one thing that should never be said. The night after Alex died I was sitting in the living room of my sister's house outside of Boston, when the front door opened and in came a nice-looking, middle-aged woman, carrying about eighteen quiches. When she saw me, she shook her head, then headed for the kitchen, saying sadly over her shoulder, "I just don't understand the will of God." Instantly I was up and in hot pursuit, swarming all over her. "I'll say you don't, lady!" I said…
As his younger brother put it simply, standing at the head of the casket at the Boston funeral, "You blew it, buddy. You blew it." The one thing that should never be said when someone dies is "It is the will of God." Never do we know enough to say that. My own consolation lies in knowing that it was not the will of God that Alex die; that when the waves closed over the sinking car, God's heart was the first of all our hearts to break.

God’s heart was the first to break. 
Some years ago Bette Midler had a song called “From a Distance.” The words talk about seeing the world from God’s perspective, the idea being that from far away we’re all the same and we live in harmony and there is no war and no poverty and no violence at all. And of course I believe that’s God’s desire for us; that’s what God wants for us. But the theology is terrible – the idea that God is far away, and not right here; that God is somehow a detached observer; that God would not enter the very world he created, in order to save it. 

In Luke’s gospel we hear Jesus lamenting over the very city where he will be crucified. “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how often I longed to gather your children together under my wings, but you would not let me!” Later, when he comes near the city, he weeps, saying, “If you had only recognized the things that make for peace!” He is about to die, but he grieves for them. 
God grieves for us, not only for our sorrow, but for the way we live, for the things we choose, and for what we reject. God’s heart breaks for us, like a parent’s heart breaks for their child who is leaving, going down a path that can only lead to pain. 

In Paul’s letter we hear the apostle weeping for those who have warped and twisted the gospel. “I have told you of them, but now I tell you even with tears. Their end is destruction,” he writes; “their god is the belly, and their glory is in their shame.” These are people who have heard the good news and believed, but then given up what was good and gone after what does not lead to life. They have taken God’s forgiveness and grace as license to do whatever they please, as permission for licentiousness, to live in a freedom that is not freedom but bondage. 

And God weeps, weeps as a father who lets his children go, only to see them self-destruct; weeps as a mother who wants to offer comfort but is rejected by those she would protect; weeps as a grandfather who grieves at the graveside of his grandson who has drowned. God weeps for us, his children. 

What have we done with this precious life of ours? What are we doing? 
Once upon a time, the world was made to be beautiful. The earth was fresh and new, and every kind of food grew free for the taking. The man and the woman lived in a garden filled with pleasure and delight. They were naked, but they were not ashamed. There was no shame. 

But the serpent came along with an offer. “See that tree?” he asked. “That one tree you’re not allowed to eat? If you eat that fruit you will not die.” So they took the fruit, and they ate it, and their eyes were opened, and they saw – not the goodness of the garden, but that they were naked. And they were ashamed. 

They ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Before that moment, there was no evil. With that bite, that choice, that taste, they opened the floodgates and evil came pouring in. And they lived unhappily ever after. 

That’s the story of this world, the story of our fragile human lives. And we are ashamed. 

Evil is so subtle in this world sometimes. It takes what is good and twists it into something else. It takes the taste of food, delicious, wonderful delectable food, and makes it something not to satisfy and delight but to crave and fight and battle with, so that at any given time most of America is on a diet and failing. David Kessler’s book The End of Overeating describes the research of the food industry that has learned to combine the tastes of salt and sugar and fat into just the right combination to keep us hooked, layering and layering and layering, so that it hits that sweet spot in our brains that keeps us coming back for more – an addiction so strong that lab rats prefer this kind of manufactured food even more than they do cocaine. 
Evil lies. It works insidiously. It takes what is wonderful and makes it something pitiful and raw. It takes the power of sexuality, the pleasure and mystery and wonder of intimacy and makes it public entertainment and completely unmysterious, so prevalent that our children can access it on the internet at very young ages, and husbands and wives fight over the men’s addiction to it, and parents can hardly find clothes any more for their daughters that don’t make them look like they’re selling something. Once we were naked and not ashamed; now our freedom has become something destroys what is wonderful. 

Evil tells us lies. Buy this and you will be happy; use your credit card, you can pay for it later, don’t worry, this will make you happy now. Your neighbors, your friends, they can afford it, you should have it, too. You don’t just want it, you need it to be like them, to belong. You don’t want to be left out, do you? 

Evil lies to us, every day, and it is very, very convincing. 

And the church? Our response is to tell the world not to do anything, because it’s bad. Don’t do this, don’t do that. We come off like prudes, like kill-joys, like old chaperones looking over everyone’s shoulders. Don’t do anything that’s fun; it must be a sin. And that is also a lie. 
When what God wants for us is joy – real, deep-down, soul-filling joy; not the kind of desperate hunt for something to fill the endless void in our souls. 
What God wants for us is love – heart-filling love; not the kind of surface connection that masquerades as intimacy.

What God wants for us is good – life-filling good; not the cheap goods that pass as substance but are only shadow. 

God remembers the garden, and how beautiful it was, and how beautiful it can be still. 

And we settle for so much less. 

And that’s what makes God weep. 

Remember the garden…. 

Remember what life can be like…

Remember how good it can be…

Let that be your desire. 

And let God be your god. 
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