
“Every preacher must be able at least occasionally to provide some insight and inspiration related to those ‘dark nights of the soul’.” 


So began the written description of an assignment for the class “Preaching as Though You Mean it.”  It continued:


“What is the fundamental theological/ philosophical/ psychological source of hope from which you draw in your preaching to speak to people in despair of one sort or another. Imagine your congregation on a Sunday morning includes a person whose spouse/partner has just walked out on them; another person who has just lost the “best job I ever had;” a third who has recently experienced a blatantly racist or homophobic remark from someone they had considered a good friend; a fourth who is deeply distressed emotionally about the genocide in Darfur; and a couple whose twelve-year child has just been diagnosed with a serious and possibly fatal illness. In this five-page paper I don’t want you to give me the sermon you would preach that morning; I want you to tell me the source of hope you would call upon, point to, or invoke, out of which that sermon would be preached. How do you answer the question, “In the face of pain and suffering that feels overwhelming, why ought we choose to live another day?”

As though this weren’t tough enough already, the pressure was even greater because the instructor was William Schulz, former president of the Unitarian Universalist Association, former president of Amnesty International, and current president and CEO of the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee.  He has seen the worst the world has to offer.  He has visited refugee camps, talked to political prisoners, and seen suffering we can only imagine.  We were also warned by upper class students that he had little tolerance for “light, fluffy theology.”  The papers had better deal realistically with human suffering.  In fact, he himself had told us how he hates to hear about the “beautiful colors of fall leaves giving life meaning,” when someone is in grief over a death.


So needless to say, there was a thoroughly intimidated group of seminary students wondering what they could possibly write that could stand the withering gaze of William Schulz.  And indeed, it was a daunting task.  Since I refuse to turn to the supernatural or divine realm for comfort, what can I say to provide comfort to those in pain?  And unlike my fellow students, I did not have to imagine a congregation.  I had one I preached to regularly.  I knew people were hurting, and I struggled each time it happened.  What was my source of hope?  

I won’t regurgitate my paper here, but I will use some of my conclusions and expand on them.  I did conclude that I had four principles I believed in that were essential to me when confronting pain and suffering.


1.  Neither I, nor anyone else, have the answers to the mystery of our existence, or why something terrible happens.  Some may claim they have the answers, but in reality, they only believe they do.  I don’t.  Rather, in my discussions with people, I can provide my opinion, but my opinion may be wrong, and I make that clear to them.  We have to embrace uncertainty.  It’s OK not to know.  


2.  The world is not a just place.  Good things happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people (assuming you actually use terms like “good” or “bad” to describe people and events).  We should not look for deeper meaning nor berate ourselves as though God is punishing us.  In a time of deep hurting, we suffer enough without blaming ourselves for the situation.  


3.  We must focus on the good things we have, the joys we have experienced, and be thankful for them.  This will not make the pain go away, but it is helpful for the individual to be thankful for the good, as well as mourn the loss.  Those past joys are a source of hope, because they offer the knowledge that more joys can come.  This is not the end of happiness, just a period of mourning.


4.  For those facing a big change in their life, such as the loss of a job they really enjoyed, I will offer the hope of change for the better.  Yes, change can be frightening. The loss of a job, especially for someone supporting a family, can be a time of massive anxiety and stress.  Yet the hope for something else as good, if not better, is very real.  


In the interest of full disclosure, I was told that my source of hope was “a thin gruel.”  I’ll leave it to you to see if you agree.  But I won’t be turning to a deity to offer others hope.  They may find comfort there, but I will not speak for any god, goddess, or higher being.  The world is full of people eager to do that.   Nor will I speak of the wonders of being made of the stuff of stars, or being tied to the universe through a marvelous connectedness to the big bang.  Interesting though that might be, I don’t think it would be particularly helpful to me in a time of crises, and therefore probably not for others. But again, you may think otherwise.

When facing a crises, people often look for a reason.  “Why has God done this to me?” they might ask.  “What did I do that led to this? Was it my fault? Could I have prevented it?”  We look for answers, we seek causes, and sometimes there are no clear answers, no clear reasons, just the present reality.  In response, I would argue that painful things happen to the good and the bad, the just and the unjust.  The world is not a fair place.  We need only look at current events to see that.  But how is this a source of hope? How can a belief in randomness and uncertainty be comforting?

Have you, or someone you know, had something horrible happen to them?  A pain so deep that you or they find it hard to go on?  And in these instances, how many times do people blame themselves?  Whether rightly or not, how many of us wish we could undo something, or do something differently, in hopes of changing a devastating event?  I suspect all of our lives are filled with occurances we wish had gone differently.  How often have we hurt someone, and can’t undo it?  Could we have prevented a death, an illness, a loss of money or a job?  Could we have avoided the pain of a relationship broken beyond repair?  What if? What if? What if?


Equally damaging can be our desire to find a cause for a tragedy, and in that effort, causing even more harm.  An example I’ve encountered recently is the movement to not vaccinate children, fearing that the vaccinations cause autism.  Parents in anguish have sought a reason for their child’s ailment, and some have turned against vaccinations.  Even if vaccinations did have a slight chance of causing autism, and scientific research and years of evidence show they do not, the risk of death from the diseases being vaccinated against is so much greater, there is no good reason not to vaccinate.  But the anguish, the pain, the suffering people have experienced with an autistic child have caused them to seek the cause in the wrong place, and unintentional though it may be, greater harm may be caused in the future.  


Naturally, not all parents of autistic children feel this way.  Some can accept that the cause of their child’s autism may never be known.  They can accept uncertainty.  This does not imply they don’t want to find a cause or the cure, but the willingness to accept that we don’t have all the answers allows them to move on with their lives, and not fight against something that has saved countless lives and wiped out certain diseases like small pox.

In addition to accepting uncertainty, and acknowledging that the universe in not fair, we must focus on the joys we have experienced in the past, as they can be a promise of joys to come.  In one of my classes, we were discussing the deprivations of life as a monk or a nun in the early church.  My teaching assistant made the statement that life back then was so awful, going into the church as a monk or a nun was vastly superior to life out in the world, even considering all the joys and pleasures of life they had to forego.  The more I have thought of this, the more I disagree with him.  How arrogant to think that happiness and joy can only be found in ways that we modern, 21st century Americans define them.  Yes, it is true that for many people, life is far more pain and sadness than joy and wonder.  But even in war-torn Afghanistan, I saw people in desperate straits who still found pleasure in life.  Part of the answer to fighting despair and finding hope is to focus on the good things that can still be found in life, rather than surrendering to the bad.


This brings me to my final point.  We simply don’t know the future.  But no matter how bleak things seem, there is always hope they can get better.  There are endless stories of people who have been through the most horrible, depressing, painful events, who manage to survive, and find joy and happiness again.  I believe that for people in this congregation, it must help at least a little bit to know that we will band together to assist someone in need, someone in pain, someone who feels hopeless.  Knowing that someone else cares can be a powerful source of hope.  Things can get better, and people are willing to help. None of us are alone.

One final piece of advice I offer to you.  Perhaps you are not feeling hopeless, depressed, or despondent.  Perhaps you are happy, content, joyful, and appreciating life.  What can you do when someone else is in need?  The simplest, most basic and yet most profound advice I can give you is to listen.  When someone is hurting, and they are willing to talk to you, shut up and listen.  Don’t offer advice, don’t tell them how to fix things, just shut up and listen.  

It is oh so tempting to try to fix things, when what we really need to do is listen, truly listen, to the pain being shared.  Simply caring enough to listen, to focus, to seek understanding, to try to empathize, this can be a profoundly moving thing.  For someone who is hurting to be able to share, and to know that you really do care, can be life altering.  But you do have to care.  You can’t fake it.  Nothing can be more destructive than pretending to care, to listen half heartedly, or to offer advice when you don’t even know the full extent of the problem, and haven’t bothered to find out.  

I have said that we live in a mysterious universe full of uncertainty, where things that happen are often unfair, at least to our sense of justice.  To get through the tough times, it helps to remember the joys of the past, because we can experience joy again in the future.  And no matter how bleak things seem, there is always hope for the future.  These points are the basis for my life and my ministry:

1.  We don’t have all the answers

2.  The universe is not fair

3.  Focus on the good you have experienced in your life, and believe that you will experience more

4.  Things change, and they can change for the better


Taking these four points as the source of my hope, I am then strengthened by having a community of people like you to provide support, friendship, and love.  You are willing to listen and be there not only for me, but for each one in our congregation.  I find this not to be a thin gruel, but the solid foundation of a fulfilling life and the true source of hope.  For me, it is more than enough.  It is honest and it is real.  It is what keeps me going through seminary.  It is what helps me when I seek to comfort those in pain.


My source of hope may be different from yours.  I have shared the conclusions I have reached on my journey.  But I do not claim to have the answers you might need.  I can only share, and while sharing with you I also desire that my words may give you some ideas, some insights, as you ponder what gives you hope.  Each of us will seek truth, meaning, and hope on a path we choose for ourselves.  Hope may be found in different places on those various paths.  But sharing the stories of our journeys, both the smooth roads and the rocky, steep, uphill trails, can’t help but strengthen us and help us find hope when things look grim.  May we always be there for each other.
Amen and blessed be
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