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SUMMARY
It can be a terrible thing when a child is separated from a parent for the first time. Feelings of abandonment, anxiety, and blame often follow. This psalmist is in similar trouble, and he knows who’s responsible. 

AT A GLANCE
Separation anxiety can mean many things. It can be a parent saying goodbye to a kindergartner on the first day of school, the isolation felt by the homebound elderly, or the quarantine of a global pandemic. Anxiety about a separation can produce loneliness, or worse, “alone-liness.” We hear it in the angst of the psalmist, and then Jesus, who cited the psalm as he hung dying on a cross, separated and abandoned.

ALTERNATE READINGS 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Jesus Meets Henry,” October 11, 2015. 

Brigette Jensen (not her real name) of Elk River, Minnesota has stories to tell about the first day of school. She’s a school bus driver for kindergarten and first-grade kids. She remembers picking up 5-year-old Jolene Johansson on her first day of kindergarten. As Jensen drives down a dirt lane in the country, she sees a small family new to the area, recently moved from Dallas, Texas. There are three of them: mom, an infant in a stroller and young Jolene. Jensen remembers this because the mom had left the house to meet the school bus in a house robe … and high heels.
But there’s a problem. Jolene and her mom appear to be Velcroed to each other. There are a lot of frantic hugs and wet kisses. And then there’s the noise: crying, of course, but also loud and sudden outbursts, followed by silence and whimpering. Then, new swells of rebellion and bitterness, and each wave is larger than the one before it. Finally, the tide appears to be coming in. Jensen knows. She’s waiting. She’s seen it all before. 
But enough about the mom. Let’s talk about young Jolene. 
Jensen can see the child is quite willing to get on the bus. For her first day, the child is dressed in a cute pink pair of dungaree shorts with brass clasps, a white top with sparkles, and her thick and curly hair is gathered by a Boho print hair scrunchie. She is carrying an Elsa and Anna “Frozen” backpack that is just about as big as she is. She is ready.
But mom isn’t. 
Mom is on her knees. Her face is wet with tears and lined with worry. Her eyes are puffy and pleading. Jensen helps Jolene up the first step onto the bus and tells her to find a seat. Jensen then turns to mom and hands her a business card of a local family therapist, and says, “Jolene’s going to be fine.”
Jensen drives off in her yellow bus, Jolene safely buckled in, and glances at her side mirror. She sees mom standing in the roadway with her hands to her mouth.

Implicit Atheism 
Separation anxiety is not so much loneliness as it is the fear of alone-liness. Jolene’s extraordinary maturity notwithstanding, many infants and young children have bouts of anxiety when, for example, the first babysitter arrives and the parents leave.
So, it might seem odd to read verses 1 and 2 of today’s well-known psalter reading, which were written by an adult:
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
 Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? 
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; 
 and by night, but find no rest.”
(Psalm 22, 1-2)
It’s like: “My God, my God, I cannot believe this!” These words seem very much like the cry of a toddler who has been wrested from their parent’s arms. This is not the cry of a lonely person, but an abandoned one. Loneliness can be many things, but it is most certainly the awareness of an absent, but real, support system. A lonely person knows that their friends and family — or whomever constitutes their emotional safety net — may not be physically with them, but they do exist somewhere and that sometime in the future they are likely to see them again. 
But alone-liness is an unwelcome solitude imposed (one believes) by a force or agency outside or beyond one’s control, as in the case of Jolene’s mother (an aloneness imposed by school).
This is what the writer of Psalm 22 is feeling at a very deep, gut-wrenching level. Even more shocking is that in the gospels, Jesus, in agony on the cross, cites the first verse of Psalm 22 whilst writhing in pain: “‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ which means, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” (Mark 15:34).
Not only is Jesus of Nazareth alone in the world, but he’s been abducted by authorities, deserted by feckless friends and has spikes through his wrists and feet. His head is crowned with a wreath of thorns, causing blood to trickle down over his face. His pain level is 12 on a scale of 1-10, and he’s close to suffocation.
More horrifying is that the one who put him in this situation or allowed it to happen is his own Father! “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Why have you abandoned me? You! Of all those I might have suspected of desertion, I never thought that you would leave me hanging!”
It’s a situation similar to the parent who, in a fit of anger, incarcerates their child in a closet. Can you imagine the anxiety, even terror, of such a situation for a child? “Mom! Mom! Why are you doing this? Where are you? Let me out! Let me out!” If the mother has always — typically — been kind, emphatic, loving and understanding, then there’s an enormous disconnect for this child. The child — now in a dark, confining closet — is unbelieving. It’s like, “Who are you and what have you done to my mother?!”
This shock or surprise is why we see in Psalm 22:1 and in Jesus’ deeply theological question from the cross the shadow of implicit atheism. Suffering is bad enough, but when one suffers alone, it’s worse. And when one suffers in the apparent absence of a God to deliver us, and when (as in the case of the ancient patriarch Job) that same God appears to be the one who inflicted the suffering, then one really feels defeated. One then either gives up — it was all an illusion, or worse, a delusion — or hedges their bets. Jesus did both. Shortly before dying, he said, “‘It is finished.’ Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit” (John 19:30). But he also said, “crying with a loud voice … ‘Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.’ Having said this, he breathed his last” (Luke 23:46). Obviously, none of the four gospelists agree as to which of Jesus’ words were his last. 
It is very difficult to remain a theist in the face of horrifying adversity, especially when the terror is inflicted by the very God whose existence you have stoutly defended. 
There are exceptions, of course. Abraham was told by Yahweh to position his son on an altar, tie him steadfast and slaughter him then and there as a sacerdotal lamb. Then God stopped him at the last minute, and a ram was found whose death would do just as well as an only son. 
Consider the Old Testament reading for today. Here, the old patriarch Job is not in danger of losing his faith, even though in this reading, he cannot seem to locate God: “Oh, that I knew where I might find him, that I might come even to his dwelling! I would lay my case before him, and fill my mouth with arguments” (Job 23:3-4). Though losing everything, like Abraham, Job refuses to lose his faith. He argues with God, to be sure. His friends ridicule him, as does his wife. And, of course, his wife and friends are completely spot on, dead right: Believing that God exists in these circumstances is irrational. But Job, when the dust settles, announces quite firmly: “For I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at the last he will stand upon the earth” (Job 19:25).
But C.S. Lewis is closer to Jesus in agony on the cross than Abraham or Job. In his little book, A Grief Observed, written after the death of his wife Joy, he writes, “Not that I am (I think) in much danger of ceasing to believe in God. The real danger is of coming to believe such dreadful things about Him. The conclusion I dread is not ‘So there’s no God after all,’ but ‘So this is what God’s really like. Deceive yourself no longer.’”
Perhaps we cannot know if the fully human Jesus (as opposed to a Docetic, mystery Jesus) died thinking it was all a farce, or if he died believing that this is what his Father was really like … God will let you suffer and die. 
Whatever we may speculate about what the psalmist was experiencing in Psalm 22, or what Jesus was thinking when he died on the cross, we know that Good Friday is not the end of the story. God did not abandon Jesus, to which the empty tomb of Easter morning testifies. 

What Can We Do? The CRY Method
It’s quite possible that during the Covid-19 pandemic, many people of your congregation — unable to attend in-person services or connect to human support systems — have felt precisely as does the writer in today’s psalm reading. A survey of more than 2,000 Americans conducted by The Harris Poll showed that almost 72 percent of Americans experience loneliness. “And for many,” the study says, “it’s not just a once-in-a-while occurrence — one-third said they are lonely at least once a week.” This poll occurred before the pandemic. Had 2,000 people been surveyed anytime in 2020, the percentage would surely have been higher.
So, what do we do when we are assailed by doubts and feel forsaken by God?
This question has been asked and answered many times, perhaps countless, in the millennia before and after the death of Jesus. It most certainly has been asked, but perhaps not answered, as the world stumbles through the Covid-19 pandemic.
One approach to the question is to adapt a rubric used by parents of young children (and possibly Jolene’s mother): the “CRY” coping strategy.
C stands for contemplative. At this point, we are cognitively aware that we’re in emotional and spiritual trouble. We are now able to ask the question, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” We might count our blessings or adversities. Sometimes they pile up. The psalmist said in verse 17 of today’s readings: “I can count all my bones. They stare and gloat over me.”
Then we might complain: 
· “O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; and by night, but find no rest” (v. 2). 
· “I am … scorned by others, and despised by the people. All who see me mock at me; they make mouths at me, they shake their heads” (vv. 6-7). 
· “Trouble is near and there is no one to help” (v. 11). 
· “All my bones are out of joint; my heart is like wax; it is melted within my breast; my mouth is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to my jaws; you lay me in the dust of death” (vv. 14-15).
[bookmark: _Hlk75187965]We also might consider a total cleanse — whether food-related (riding oneself of toxins), a digital cleanse (reducing online and social media interactions), or a spiritual cleanse (reestablishing religious rituals like prayer, Bible study, reading, etc.). 
In any case, when feeling as though we’re in a God-forsaken wilderness, the first thing to do as a person of faith is to get our bearings. Stop and have a good think: contemplate, count, complain and cleanse.
R stands for relax. You relax after the contemplative phase has been completed. You rest. You know that there’s not much more to do if you’re sitting in a dark closet and the Parent won’t let you out. Yes, your friends might be horrified by your image of God tossing you into a closet for a while, but they know about you or about God about as much as Job’s friends knew about him and God. They were wrong. So now, you relax. Like Job, you’ve had your say with God. You have “laid your case before him,” and you have “filled [your] mouth with arguments” (Job 23:4). But now you are ready to “learn what he would answer me, and understand what he would say to me” (v. 5). You might now just rest and see what God has to say when he whispers through the closet door.
Of course, it might not be pleasant. God might get in your face, as God did with Job, and say, “Okay, Job, put on your big-boy pants and tell me this:
[bookmark: _Hlk75187954]‘Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
 Tell me, if you have understanding.
Who determined its measurements — surely you know!
 Or who stretched the line upon it?
On what were its bases sunk,
 or who laid its cornerstone
when the morning stars sang together
 and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?’” 
(Job 38:4-7).
So, you’ve had it out with God. You let it rest. God’s got this. 
Or, like the disciples of Jesus who must have felt utterly abandoned, you are resourceful. You go fishing. No better way to relax for many. Or, you seek restoration: you go back to work. The disciples return to Galilee and get their old jobs back at “Zebedee & Sons.” They’re back to work. They had their fun. Turned out to be a pipe dream, but for a while, it was amazing. Now, back to the real world.
Y stands for yes. This stage emphasizes the importance of saying “Yes” in your return to faith. It is not merely “acceptance” of the Elisabeth Kübler-Ross variety. It is, at first, a small “yes” in the presence of the huge “No!” you see about you. It is belief overcoming unbelief. It is “yes” to God, because it is only God who can pull you from the pit, the closet or the despair. 
You may not emerge into the light of your “yes” unscathed. Even Jacob had a limp for the rest of his life when he wrestled with his unknown but divine opponent. But God can do something with that limp. Henri Nouwen alludes to this when he writes: “Nobody escapes being wounded. We are all wounded people, whether physically, emotionally, mentally or spiritually. The main question is not, ‘How can we hide our wounds?’ so we don’t have to be embarrassed, but ‘How can we put our woundedness in the service of others?’ When our wounds cease to be a source of shame, and become a source of healing, we have become wounded healers.”
This is precisely what is going on in Jesus’ interaction with Peter after breakfast on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Peter, wounded by doubt, fear and denials, now hears Jesus say to him, “Feed my sheep.”
You are now ready to say “Yes” to Jesus, because when you look at the nail prints in his hands as did the disciple Thomas, you realize that Jesus has experienced everything you have, and so like Thomas, you say, “My Lord and my God.”
At the beginning of your ordeal, you began by saying, “My God, my God, I can’t believe this!”
At the end, you say, “My Lord and God, I believe!”
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
October 10, 2021, Cycle B
Job 23:1-9, 16-17
What Does the Text Say?
Job answers Eliphaz's assertions (Job 22) by complaining. If Job could find God, he would go to God's dwelling and argue his case before and with God. It would be a mutual hearing, not a one-way experience (vv. 5-6). Job would hear and understand God, and God, rather than overpowering Job, would listen/pay attention to him. Job asserts his "uprightness" and integrity in 23:7, 10-12. Job says that it is the "upright" person who has the right to reason with God, who is both judicial adversary and judge. Alas! Job cannot bring his case against/before God, if God keeps hiding from him (vv. 8-9). No matter where he searches, geographically or otherwise, he cannot see the God, who has hidden. If you can't find the judicial adversary or the judge, you can't go to trial! So "no God" equals no court case. Job asserts, in so many words in verses 3, 8-9, that it's hard to spar with an invisible fighting partner. It doesn't seem like a fair fight; God knows where Job is, but Job doesn't know where to find the hidden God. Job cannot escape; he cannot hide from God. In verse 17, Job wants to hide from God in the darkness, but cannot (see also Psalm 139:7-12, which can be understood to mean, "Where can I run to, because even the darkness cannot hide me?"). God can see in the dark! God is hidden, but Job is not. Even so, Job still wants to take God on, fair or unfair. And he expects to win, even if he imperils himself by being so bold.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Giving God a Piece of My Mind. Don't you love verse 3? "O that I knew where I might find him, that I might come even to his dwelling!" In other words: "If I could just find out where God lives, I'd go to his house and give him a piece of my mind!" Of course, the house of Job's day and age was not a house at all, but a tent, or a series of tents: rugs, animal skins, cloth stretched over ropes, and structured with poles. The scenario Job has in mind is that he will find this dwelling — a hard task, because in the nomadic culture of Job's time, everyone was always on the move, and now, alas! God himself appears to be moving. "If I go forward, he is not there; or backward, I cannot perceive him; on the left he hides, and I cannot behold him; I turn to the right, but I cannot see him" (23:8-9). So, the sermon is about grabbing God, finding God to give God a piece of your mind and asking God to give you peace of mind, or a peace of God's mind.

Hebrews 4:12-16
What Does the Text Say?
Hebrews 4:14-16 is often used in reference to the Bible, and, while this is certainly true, the reader of Hebrews shouldn't miss that this word is living and active. It isn't a dusty book that can be picked up or left alone. Instead, it is a dynamic entity, the living speech of the living God (3:12; 9:14; 10:31; 12:22). This word is sharper than every two-edged sword. The author employs a metaphor used by others to discuss the power of human speech (Proverbs 5:4; Pseudo-Phocylides 124) and applies it to God's speech. Like a physical sword, the word of God pierces to the inner part of the person, dividing both the bodily (joint and marrow) and non-bodily (soul and spirit) internal areas. It is likely that the author is appealing to a common Middle Platonist idea about the distinction between the soul and spirit, but the writer doesn't spend time developing that philosophy. His point in listing these four terms is to capture poetically the ability of God's word to get into the inner nature of humanity, the heart. This is the arena where the ancestors failed. Their hearts were deceived (3:10). It is the author's great concern that his listeners don't do the same and harden their hearts. He repeats this exhortation four times in the previous pericope (3:8, 12, 15; 4:7). The word of God comes to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart because this is where God will place his new covenant (8:10). The image of the sword and the bare neck call forth sacrificial images, so the introduction of a high priest is a fitting consolatory image. This is the first repetition of the high priest language since its introduction in 2:17. However, the author will focus his attention on Jesus' priesthood for the next several chapters. Hence, verses 14-16 act both as a comfort to the warning of verse 13 and as the introduction to the next pericope. In verse 14, by listing several qualities of Jesus as the high priest — his greatness, his location in the heavens and his status as God's Son — the author is introducing a comparison he will be making between Jesus and other high priests. They are earthbound, and, while not outsiders in God's family, claim Abraham and Levi as their most immediate ancestors, unlike Jesus, who claims his lineage directly to God. Moreover, Jesus is able to sympathize (oumpaqew) because he has been tempted in every way, while the priests are able only to moderate their anger (metriopaqew, 5:2). Finally, although he was tempted "in every respect" as ordinary mortals, he never sinned. The priests, on the other hand, are beset with weakness and hence must offer sacrifices for themselves (5:2-3). One shouldn't read these two sections (vv. 12-13 and vv. 14-16) to imply that God is vengeful, and that Jesus ameliorates God's wrathful nature. To the contrary, God is both exacting and gracious, shown most fully in the high priestly vocation to which he called his Son. This passage, which holds together the images of the harsh and merciful-speaking God, prepares the way for the next section in which God's speech to his Son appointing him to his role as high priest (5:5-6) shows precisely how these seemingly oppositional images of God can both be true.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Testing Procedures. If you are using a product of any kind, it has undergone some type of testing procedure. Laptops, smartphones, shaving razors, light-rail cars, bicycles, microwave ovens, light bulbs, cameras and so on — everything gets tested. Products must have testing standards. The key word of the text for this approach is the word "tested" in verse 15. Jesus was "in every respect" tested. Rigorous testing. Review examples of how Jesus was tested. And when the results came in? The verdict was clear: "Without sin" (v. 15). Unfortunately, although we, too, are tested, often in a most rigorous manner, the results are different: "Flawed." "Broken." "In need of further development." "Not yet ready to be introduced to the general public!" When one gets news like this, to whom do you turn? Your attorney, of course. Fortunately, we have one, and he's the best (see 1 John 2). That's why the writer can say, "Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness" (v. 16).

Mark 10:17-31
What Does the Text Say?
Today's gospel reading depicts an intensely personalized, detailed scene in Jesus' ministry. Although both Matthew (19:16-30) and Luke (18:18-30) also report this encounter, the Markan version presents the most poignant, sympathetic picture of this man who comes to Jesus seeking an answer to the question " … what must I do to inherit eternal life?" Jesus' suggestion that the man impoverish himself flies in the face of the common understanding that possessing wealth was a sign of divine favor. Jesus' command not only shocks the questioner; it stuns the normative standards of first-century Judaism. While there was no scriptural prohibition to keep the pious from giving away all personal belongings, scribal legislation restricted almsgiving to one-fifth of one's personal property (Kethubim 50a). This ensured that the pious giver would not be reduced to poverty — thus becoming another candidate for charity himself. Jesus' command made clear that nothing less than a complete commitment to God and God alone will enable a believer to lay up "treasure in heaven." Indeed, we must not, like the questioner himself, be so amazed at Jesus' demand that we miss the second (and most crucial) part of Jesus' command: "then come, follow me" (v. 21). The search for eternal life is found only in discipleship with Jesus.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Two-Word Answer. The title, of course, prompts the response, "What's the question?" The question is, "What must I do to inherit eternal life?" The answer is: Well, the preacher could leave the audience hanging for a while, as he or she develops the sermon. How do others answer this question? Some don't even ask this question. The afterlife is not a concern at all. Take, for example Carl Sagan, Steve Jobs, Christopher Hitchens, et al. Others answer the question by saying, "Nothing at all. There is nothing we can do to gain eternal life. It is a gift, freely given by grace alone." Others argue that eternal life is awarded as the fruit of a lifetime of good works and righteous living. And so the sermon goes. Note that Jesus accepts the premise that there is something one can do to "inherit" eternal life. But this young man is not prepared to do it. The answer to the question? "Follow me" (v. 21). Or "Follow Jesus." That is what one must do to experience, to inherit, to have lavished on you that life which is eternal.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Most of us depend on our devices for information and connection, so it’s normal to worry about losing them. Suddenly not being able to find your phone probably sparks worries about how to deal with losing photos, contacts, and other information.
But nomophobia, shortened from “no mobile phone phobia,” describes a fear of not having your phone that’s so persistent and severe it affects daily life.
Results of multiple studies suggest this phobia is becoming more widespread. According to 2019 research, almost 53 percent of British people who owned a phone in 2008 felt anxious when they didn’t have their phone, had a dead battery, or had no service.
A 2017 study looking at 145 first-year medical students in India found evidence to suggest 17.9 percent of the participants had mild nomophobia. For 60 percent of participants, nomophobia symptoms were moderate, and for 22.1 percent, symptoms were severe.
No scientific studies have reported on United States statistics. Some experts suggest these numbers may be higher, especially among teens.
—Crystal Raypole, “Afraid of losing your phone? There’s a name for that: Nomophobia,” healthline.com, August 27, 2019. Retrieved March 26, 2021.

##

Lonely. It’s another of the many words that Shakespeare invented, or so the story goes. The myth appears to have arisen because of a misreading of the 1928 Oxford English Dictionary, which offered the first usage of each word entry known to them at the time. Whatever its history, the word represents the cry of the human heart that we see over and over in the Psalms — lonely, desolate, afflicted, solitary, oppressed. Each time the Psalmist asks, “God, do you know I’m here? Do you see my suffering?”
	Pain makes us feel alone, separated, and cut off from an imagined normalcy that everyone else seems to be able to enjoy. And between quarantines and bereavements, home-schooling and financial stress, it is not surprising that we are in a pandemic of loneliness. 
	When a group of young moms died around the same time, clinicians Dr. Justin Yopp and Dr. Don Rosenstein wanted to refer their widowed spouses to a grief support group … but none existed. So they started their own. They discovered what can happen in the shift from “I” to “WE.” It was a simple move, but had a profound effect because though they were still struggling, they were no longer alone. What struggles are you experiencing in this new season of not-yet? We are still not out of the pandemic. Not yet out of the myriad complications arising from it. But what we are, or can be, is finding our way from “I” to “WE.”
—Kate Bowler, in an emailed Lenten devotional, March 4, 2021.

##

	We are living in what writer and cultural critic Daniel Quinn calls the Great Forgetting. Many of us have forgotten that we’re a part of an ecosystem, a watershed. We’ve forgotten that we’re kin to all the other animals. We’ve forgotten that we need each other. We have forgotten what I call the “commons of the soul.”
	For thousands of years we were nourished by being members of a community, gathering around the fire, hearing the stories of the elders, feeling supported during times of loss and grief, offering gratitude, singing together, sharing meals at night and our dreams in the morning. I call these activities “primary satisfactions.” We are hard-wired to want them, but few of us receive them. In their absence we turn to secondary satisfactions: rank, privilege, wealth, status — or, on the shadow side, addictions. The problem with these secondary satisfactions is that we can never get enough of them. We always want more. But once we find our primary satisfactions, we don’t want much else. …
	The psychiatrist R.D. Laing said we arrive here as Stone Age children. In other words, we inherit at birth the entire lineage of our species. And yet now it’s “normal” to cry alone in our room — or not to cry at all.
—Francis Weller, interviewed by Tim McKee, "The Geography of Sorrow: Francis Weller on Navigating Our Losses," Baltimore Sun Magazine, October 2015.
https://www.thesunmagazine.org/issues/478/the-geography-of-sorrow.
Retrieved April 16, 2021.

##

It is easy to produce examples of the many ways in which Americans attempt to minimize, circumvent, or deny the interdependence upon which all human societies are based. We seek a private house, a private means of transportation, a private garden, a private laundry, self-service stores, and do-it-yourself skills of every kind. An enormous technology seems to have set itself the task of making it unnecessary for one human being ever to ask anything of another in the course of going about his daily business. … We seek more and more privacy, and feel more alienated and lonely when we get it. … Our encounters with others tend increasingly to be competitive as a result of the search for privacy. We less and less often meet our fellow [humans] to share and exchange, and more and more often encounter [them] as an impediment or a nuisance; making the highway crowded when we are rushing somewhere, cluttering and littering the beach or park or wood, pushing in front of us at the supermarket,  taking the last parking place, polluting our air and water, building a highway through our house, blocking our view, and so on. Because we have cut off so much communication with each other we keep bumping into each other, and thus a higher and higher percentage of our interpersonal contacts are abrasive.
—Philip Slater, Pursuit of Loneliness (Boston: Beacon, 1970), 7-8.

##

A wonderful thing to reflect upon, that every human creature is constituted to be that profound secret and mystery to every other. A solemn consideration, when I enter a great city by night, that every one of those darkly clustered houses encloses its own secret; that every room in every one of them encloses its own secret; that every beating heart in the hundreds of thousands of breasts there, is, in some of its imaginings, a secret to the heart nearest it!
—Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities (Longmans, Green, 1910), 11.

##

I should like to suggest another word to you, not as a substitute for the word “sin,” but as a useful clue in the interpretation of the word “sin”: “separation.” Separation is an aspect of the experience of everyone. Perhaps the word “sin” has the same root as the word “asunder.” In any case, sin is separation. And separation is threefold: there is separation among individual lives, separation of [people] from [themselves], and separation of all [people] from the Ground of Being. This three-fold separation constitutes the state of everything that exists; it is a universal fact; it is the fate of every life. And it is our human fate in a very special sense. For we as [people] know that we are separated. We not only suffer with all creatures because of the self-destructive consequences of our separation, but also know why we suffer. We know that we are estranged from something to which we really belong, and with which we should be united. … Before sin is an act, it is a state.
—Paul Tillich, “You Are Accepted,” in The Essential Tillich (University of Chicago Press, 1999), 195-196

##

All human beings are alone. No other person will completely feel like we do, think like we do, act like we do. Each of us is unique, and our aloneness is the other side of our uniqueness. The question is whether we let our aloneness become loneliness or whether we allow it to lead us into solitude. Loneliness is painful; solitude is peaceful. Loneliness makes us cling to others in desperation; solitude allows us to respect others in their uniqueness and create community.
Letting our aloneness grow into solitude and not into loneliness is a lifelong struggle. It requires conscious choices about whom to be with, what to study, how to pray, and when to ask for counsel. But wise choices will help us to find the solitude where our hearts can grow in love.
—Henri J.M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey: A Daybook of Wisdom and Faith (HarperCollins, 2006), 18.

##

COMMENTARY
Psalm 22:1-15
As one of Jesus’ words from the cross, recounted in Aramaic by Matthew and Mark (Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34), the first line of Psalm 22 has become, perhaps, the quintessential cry of despair for the Christian tradition. More of Psalm 22 than simply the first verse figures in the passion narratives, however. While only Matthew and Mark relate Jesus’ quotation from verse 1, all four evangelists draw parallels from the psalm to Jesus’ execution in some way. All four relate the fact that his clothes were divided among his executioners as is described in Psalm 22:18 (Matthew 27:35; Mark 15:24; Luke 23:34; John 19:24), and in Matthew, Mark and Luke, the crowd at Jesus’ execution are portrayed as mocking him in the same way and with the same words with which the psalmist is mocked in Psalm 22:7-8 (Matthew 27:43; Mark 15:29-31; Luke 23:35).
But it is perhaps that first quotation from Psalm 22 on the lips of Christ that has had the heaviest influence on Christian teaching. The fact that Christ, in his suffering, would utter the cry, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” has signified to Christian theologians throughout history that Christ was indeed fully human. The fact that he could feel the thoroughly human emotion of despair, in spite of his divine nature, is both a scandal and a miracle by which Christians affirm the dual nature of Christ. But those who would temper the harsh reality of that cry of despair may point to the fact that Jesus no doubt knew the entire psalm whose first line he is citing, and therefore can be understood to possess, not only the human emotion of despair, but also the paradoxically human emotion of hope in spite of the despair that is evident in the rest of the psalm.
The psalm as a whole is one in which the psalmist relates the all-too-common human situation of the endurance of suffering in the seeming absence of God. The only reason it seems so unfair to the psalmist that God should be silent in his hour of need is because God has been known to rescue the faithful from suffering in the past. The psalmist raises this by saying, (“Our ancestors trusted you, and you delivered them. They cried to you and were saved, they trusted you and were not put to shame”) (vv. 4-5). If they were rescued, he argues, why am I not experiencing the same type of salvation at God’s hand? Throughout the psalm, the writer portrays himself as a faithful worshiper of Yahweh. It is this faithfulness that is the ground of his appeal to God for help. For this reason, one cannot see the psalmist as one who has fully despaired. He truly believes that an appeal to God’s power and justice will be efficacious.
The verses in the psalm alternate between the complaint of the psalmist and the affirmation of the reasons he believes God will answer his complaint. Verses 1 and 2 relate that he has cried to God for help but received no answer. Verses 3-5 relate the former faithfulness of God to save those who worship him. Verses 6-8 describe the desperate situation in which the psalmist finds himself, surrounded by those who mock him and disparage his faith in God. Verses 9-11 return to a statement of trust — namely that God has always been in control of his life and has kept him safe thus far.
What follows is a much longer description of despair and dire circumstances, extending from verses 12-18. Verses 12-13 describe the psalmist surrounded by enemies stronger than himself. The “bulls of Bashan” and the lion in these verses may be military images drawn from the history of Israel’s struggles with its neighbors. Bashan refers to the territory ruled by the Syrian city-states, such as Damascus, who were frequently enemies who threatened Israel’s northern border. The lion calls to mind the iconography of the Assyrian empire, whose rise to power spelled the end of the northern kingdom and contributed to the fall of Judah as well. It is interesting to note, however, that the word for the roaring of the lion here (sho’eg), has the same verbal root as the word in verse 1 describing the writer’s groaning (sha’agati). It is as if the psalmist’s inner turmoil echoes through him with the voice that belongs to his enemy in verses 12-13. Physical distress and pain are described in verses 14-16 in such vivid terms that some scholars have suggested that physical illness or disease are actually the major “enemies” with which the psalmist is confronted. His body is deteriorating; he is wasting away and appears so close to death that his belongings are being bickered over by those around him (v. 18). It should not be missed, however, that the passage of hope that follows this extended passage of complaint is more than twice as many verses long (vv. 19-31). It is hard to hear the painful description of the psalmist’s plight without letting that become the most salient image of this psalm. In reality, however, the hopeful verses of Psalm 22 outnumber the despairing ones almost two to one.
Finally, perhaps because this psalm has such a premier position in Christian tradition, there are many manuscript witnesses to it and many textual variants to be found therein. Perhaps the most interesting variant reading in this psalm is found in the title, which according to the Masoretic Hebrew text (v. 1 in the Hebrew) is “The Deer of the Dawn.” According to the Greek translation of Symmachus, and the Aramaic Targum, however, the title reads, “My help of the Dawn,” apparently translating the Hebrew word ‘eyaluti as “my help,” which appears in verse 19, rather than ‘ayelet, or “deer,” which appears in the Hebrew verse 1. It is fascinating that this psalm, known for its despairing opening, should be known by such a hopeful name in these two traditions. Perhaps it should be kept in mind that since Jesus is quoted as citing the psalm in the Aramaic, he could be expected to have known its title in Aramaic as well — a title that points to the belief that God’s help will come to the faithful like the dawn.

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Psalm 22:1-15
Begin by asking the children if their parents are present in worship today. Ask them to raise their hands if they believe that their parents love them. Then show them a picture of a member of your family who is not present in worship. Explain where that person lives, and how seldom you see them. Then make the point that you believe that this person loves you, even though they are not present in the worship service, and even though they live many miles away. Have the children name some people who love them, even though they cannot see them today. Point out that the writer of Psalm 22 cannot feel God at that moment — in fact, the writer says to God, “Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?” (v. 1). Find out how the children would feel to be so far from God at a difficult time. Then ask them if this means that God does not love the writer of the psalm. Not at all! Stress that God still loves this person, even though the person feels far from God. Point out that the writer takes the time to remember what God has done in the past: saving people, giving them life, and keeping them safe. Let the children know that they can always feel better by remembering good times from the past, and this can help whether they are feeling far from God, or far from a distant relative who loves them.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: When we are afraid,
People: May we sense our risen Lord is ever near.
Leader: When we feel alone,
People: May we sense our risen Lord is always present.
Leader: When we cry out, “Where is our God?”
People: May we sense our risen Lord is close by our side.
Leader: When we feel the world in turmoil,
People: May we feel our risen Lord calming our lives.
Leader: When we feel at a loss,
People: May our risen Lord fill us with courage.
All: May we give thanks for God’s many blessings. Fill us now with thanks and praise as we rejoice in song.

Prayers — General
O God, when our weariness seems to overtake us, renew us with your strength. Remind us that, in our weakness, your power is made perfect. Allow us to receive your strength, not to fight to find our own. Give us the eyes to see the ways we can reach out to others in our weakness. You have not left us, and you are not disappointed in our weariness. In fact, we know that you desire for us to seek you and trust in you. Help us to do just that. You alone are our strength. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
Wherever the road leads, let us walk with assurance, knowing that God will never lead us astray. When darkness falls, may God's hand reach down to hold ours and guide us toward the light. When the cold winds blow, may we find shelter in the warmth of God's love. So, as we go, let us never fear, for we know that God is always with us.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies
Be Still, My Soul
My Hope Is Built

Worship and Praise 
Good Good Father (Brown and Barrett)
Rescue (Daigle)
He Is (Crowder)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Twentieth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
Job 23:1-9, 16-17
Psalm 22:1-15
Hebrews 4:12-16
Mark 10:17-31
