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God our Consolation

Over the last few weeks, our Old Testament readings have been from the book of Job.  Inevitably, this book brings to mind the age-old questions of human suffering – such as Why does God let these things happen?  Why do bad things happen to good people? Jane gave us some excellent food for thought in her sermon last week.

Though this week’s set Old Testament reading is also from Job, I’ve chosen to look at the alternative reading given, which comes from the book of Jeremiah.  Jeremiah’s prophecies remind us that there is another face to suffering - something that helps us through it.

In the days when it was okay to cuddle children, I remember an incident when Jay and I were teaching at the Illawarra Christian School.  I was on playground duty. One of the smaller children was playing a ball game with the bigger ones, and collided with another child.  She was knocked over and winded.  She got to her feet and came running to the edge of the playground, and into my arms.  Her little fists were in her eyes, and tears were streaming down her face.  I stood there and held her tight, stroking her hair and making soothing noises.  She soon stopped crying and before long had bounded back into the game.

When this little one was shocked and hurting, the thing she needed most was consolation.  

In our Jeremiah reading this morning, we have wonderful words of consolation.  Israel was suffering greatly at the hands of the Babylonians.  The kingdom had totally disintegrated. All the leaders had been carted off to Babylon. The people were once again oppressed. Their culture was fragmented, their faith was shattered - All seemed lost and hopeless.  And then God spoke to them through Jeremiah.  He said a time will come when:

 “They will come and shout for joy on the heights of Zion; they will rejoice in the bounty of the LORD-- the grain, the new wine and the oil, the young of the flocks and herds. They will be like a well-watered garden, and they will sorrow no more. Then maidens will dance and be glad, young men and old as well. I will turn their mourning into gladness; I will give them comfort and joy instead of sorrow.”

God was consoling his people. Into their suffering, God spoke wonderful words of comfort and hope.  The future was full of promise.  There would be a time when they would regain all they had lost and more – as Job did.  There would be an end to their suffering.  God would turn their mourning, their sorrow, into joy and gladness.

You’ll remember the story of Simeon in the temple, prior to the birth of Jesus?  He had been given a promise by God that he would see, first hand, the “Consolation of Israel” before he died.  The consolation of Israel, of course, was Jesus Christ.  The one in whom the promises of consolation in the Old Testament were finally fulfilled.

Consolation speaks to our longings for healing and restoration from the losses and miseries of life. Consolation is God’s coming to revive all that has been thrown away or lost. The Greek word translated "consolation," means "a calling near, a summons for help, entreaty, encouragement, comfort, solace, refreshment." 

Jesus was the promised consolation of Israel, and he is our consolation today.

Through any given year, our lounge rooms are filled with media footage of one natural disaster after another. We see graphic images of the fighting in Iraq. There are reports of accidents, murders, robberies, drive-by shootings.
On another level, particularly as we get older, human suffering takes on a more personal face. We lose our health, we lose our family and we lose our friends. People are often left shocked, hurting and alone. 
So often, in the light of suffering, whatever its source, the unspoken question is “WHY?”  Why were so many thousands of people wiped out by the tsunamis in Indonesia and Japan?  Why was so much of Christchurch destroyed by an earthquake? Why has this particular tragedy happened to me or to my family?

Scientifically, we have some answers of course. For instance earthquakes are caused by movement of the plates within the earth’s crust; tsunamis are caused by earthquakes; droughts and floods are caused by specific weather patterns; cancers are caused by diseased cells - and so it goes. 
But you know even an answer to the why question will not help someone through their suffering.
There was an article in the Herald a while ago by a Dr Edward Spence -a philosopher at the Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics, at Charles Sturt University.  He writes as a philosopher, not a Christian

In his article, he outlines a number of philosophical and theological explanations for the existence of suffering, over and above the scientific explanations. It’s a long article, so I won’t outline all his explanations.  But his conclusion is interesting.  He says,

“Even if our heads offer us such solutions, our hearts refuse to follow”…he continues,  “Ultimately, heartfelt tears shed in earnest and with compassion, with offerings of charity for those who have suffered, are more meaningful than any theological and philosophical treatise on the problem of evil.”
Think back to the story I began with.  When the little girl came running to me after she’d fallen over, she wasn’t interested in being held at arms length and lectured.  “Now listen, Jenny.  The reason this happened was because you were running too fast.  You weren’t looking where you were going.  You were in a game where the other players were too big for you….etc”  Was Jenny interested in an explanation?  Of course not!  All Jenny wanted was to be consoled.  Comforted.

Often Children can teach us so much.  They respond in a way that cuts through the rubbish.  They go right to the heart of a matter.  I suspect that’s why Jesus used the simplicity of a child to illustrate how we should respond to his Kingdom.

Like a child, deep down we too want consolation.  That is our deepest need.

Dr Spence goes on to say, “Ultimately, the problem of evil confronts us not as a puzzle to be solved but as a mystery to be experienced. And as Jesus and Plato before him indicated, the meaning of the mystery of life can be found only by experiencing another great mystery - the mystery of love.”

It’s love that is at the heart of consolation.

God’s consolation for the suffering of the world – the poverty and hunger, the injustice and oppression, the personal grief and tragedies we experience, the floods, famines earthquakes and tsunamis – is expressed in Jesus.

There will come a time in the history of the world, when these things will end, because Jesus gave his life to conquer evil.  Suffering will be no more.  As we are promised at the end of the book of Revelation, “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away."

But meanwhile, we suffer!  How is God’s consolation expressed in the here and now?  

It’s through his presence. Jesus said, “I will never leave you or forsake you; I am with you always to the end of the age.” At times, that presence can be tangible. A friend of mine many years ago was critically ill in hospital. At one point, at her lowest ebb, she said she became aware of a figure sitting on the end of her bed. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the person was Jesus. They even had a conversation. When the figure was gone, she was left with that feeling of being touched by the divine. It got her through a really tough time.

And God’s consolation is expressed through us as we love each other.  Each one of us as his people has an incarnational ministry.  What does that mean?  It means that we can be Christ to each other, and Christ to the world God loves.

Mel Stainbron, in his book ‘Can the pastor do it alone’ tells the story of a little girl who terrified by a thunderstorm comes into her parents’ bedroom in the night. The mother, recognising a ‘teaching moment’, says gently, “You know you don’t have to be afraid because Jesus loves you and he’s always with you.”

“I know Mummy,” whimpered the little girl, “But I need love with skin on.”

To be Christ to others is to be ‘love with skin on.” In practical terms, this means that we take the time to listen to those who need to unload. It means listening to people moan about how terrible life is, how sad they are - without becoming impatient with them. It means putting an arm around them and telling them they’re loved. Sometimes it means saying nothing at all – just sitting in the dust with them, like Job’s comforters did.
Sometimes it means offering practical help – like mowing their lawn, or bringing a meal when they don’t have the heart or energy to do either. Or it can be something as simple as a phone call or a visit, just to make sure that they’re managing.
It can also mean being alert to people who might be on the verge of real depression, and referring them to someone who can give them practical help – or even medication.

On a wider scale though - how can we bring God’s consolation to those devastated by Tsunamis and earthquakes and fires and floods?  Those who have lost homes, families, livelihoods?

We can console them by giving them hope.  There are a couple ways we can do that: 

· We can GIVE!  There is always a danger, when we are bombarded with images by the media, that we become desensitised.  We can sit and sip our coffee, acknowledging the carnage, but being unmoved emotionally. If that’s where we are, we need to pray that God fills us with his compassion. And then respond to the appeals and give generously, from the bottom of our  wallets.

· And of course we can PRAY!  Again, our prayers will be ineffective if they are simply words - if we are not moved to compassion by all that we have seen and continue to see.  Perhaps we need first to pray for ourselves, that we are filled with God’s compassion, and then we need to pray as the Spirit moves us, for those who are deeply affected by this crisis.
The face of suffering that Jeremiah points us to is the face of God.  The face of God is turned towards us, and the face of God is within us.

In our own suffering, and the suffering of others, let’s remember that God is our consolation.

Let’s pray…

