Have You Not Known?  Have You Not Heard?
(Isaiah 40:21-31)

Really Isaiah?  To a people that have lost their land and can’t imagine a future you are going to stand before them and spout off about the wonder and possibility of God?  Really?  When what they want is to know they can feed their children, when what they want is peace you spin out some poetry about the power of God?  The wonder of God?  Really?  If God is so amazing why are their lives so hard?  Really Isaiah?  
This is a question, a series of questions that have been posed throughout the years.  If God is love, if God is powerful then what’s with the stuff that is painful, violent, unjust in this world?  It wasn’t just some ancient Israelites that would raise those questions.  How is it that religious leaders can instruct people to destroy lives?  How is that an earthquake can kills tens of thousands of Haitians?   How is it that we have an obesity epidemic and there isn’t enough to eat in the Sudan?   How is it that a beautiful baby boy can have a nasty disease that prevents his brain from developing?
Have you had these conversations with folks in the past?  Maybe you have asked these very questions?  Why wouldn’t you – we want it to be different – and we want this love of God to matter in the world and to be healing and life giving – but still there is abuse, violence, grief.  So what’s with you God?  Are you real?  Can you be if the world is the way it is?  It all messes with our heads and hearts.  And it should.  It isn’t helpful to slip into cliché, make it all go away answers.  It is tempting but not faithful.  God is far more complex and can’t be explained and contained with the words that we use to simplify or rationalize what is really hard and confusing.  

There is a fancy label for this quandary – theodicy. Through the ages it is recognized and debated .  If God is love, if God is powerful, how can there be evil acts and such horrific things?  Why doesn’t God stop it?  There is a lot to ponder in that question.  I have spent a lot of prayer time sitting with it.  I have made my own way through the complexities.  I will share with you some of it but it is a journey that we each need to take for ourselves.
I don’t see God as a puppeteer who is manipulating and controlling the movements of the world.  At times I do wonder if it all might be better if God did that, if all that happened came from sacred actions of radical love.  It seems like it likely would.   I can theorize about that all I want but from my experience and perspective God doesn’t manipulate and control our every action.  God breathes life and love into the world and gives us the freedom to do with that life and love what we will.  We can go back to the list of things that are a mess and we can name again the times where this hasn’t work out well.  We can also look for the times of wonder, grace, generosity, hope that defy the circumstances surrounding them and be in awe of what can happen when we use our freedom to build the kingdom, to heal the hurting.  Some of us have felt the awe and like Isaiah we want to sing out amazement.  How can you live in fear?  In despair?  Have you not known?  Have you not heard?  Some of us have not known.  Some of us have not heard.  And even if we have heard and known there are still questions, times of confusion and deep pain.  It really isn’t a neat and clean thing this exploration of God’s love.  It isn’t tied up and finished with the whistle at the end of the 4th quarter.  It is an unfolding mystery of love, grace, hope.  The loving power of God is entrusted to God’s people individually and to the church, the body of Christ.  
We choose what we will do with it.  We have in our hearts and hands amazing power.  It humbles and challenges me.  How much God has given to us and trusts us to use so that others will hear, will know.  Just after worship we will gather in this same space for our Annual Meeting.  There are parts of our meeting that we have to do because we are a legally incorporated entity in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts – and we will do those parts and we will do them well.  But the core, the power of our gathering is our recognizing and committing to the call and need God has of this community to know and hear about the grace that is loose in the world for renewal, healing and hope.  Your time, your gifts facilitate that grace being made manifest – providing a place for worship, music that changes lives, connections that heal and help.  I am humbled and challenged by all that God is loosening in our midst.  Such healing power made available to us.  Really God?  

A particular thing is happening in our midst right now.   The layers of theodicy are all around.  With their permission I share this story.  In August Pete and Sommer birthed beautiful Owen O’Donnell Marshall into this world.  His big sister Ellie embraced him and this family joyfully started their lives as 4.  A few months later Owen was diagnosed with luekodystrophy a terminal brain disease.  Sommer’s blog Loving Owen poignantly and painfully shares the journey no parents want to take.  There is nothing tidy or no clichés can make this ok.  It is raw hurt and thousands of questions, millions of tears – and infinite grace.  Barb Bode had been coordinating some meals for them.  As Sommer was hanging up the phone from the first call from the doctor raising concern about Owen, Dee Morse was knocking at the door with a casserole.  Dee, a retired pediatric medical assistant, happened by that day at that moment…many lives are being changed by that encounter.  Many needs have surfaced since that first phone call.  Owen needs to be held 24 hours a day.  Sommer’s mom has been staying with them offering that third set of hands, she leaves to go back home to Minnesota in a few weeks.  We are seeking people who like babies and toddlers (little Ellie is just 20 months) to spend time with them during the week – to be that second set of hands to help while Sommer is at home during the day.  We are hoping to continue to provide 2 meals per week to them.  We are seeking a few people to be part of an ongoing rotation for one on one time with Owen on Tuesday afternoons.  Please let me know if you think your gifts would fit.  These are tangible things that we can do to be love in the middle of deep need.  
These things matter.  And they are part of something far bigger – they are part of helping others to know and hear about the love that sustains us in the most unsustainable circumstances.  The love and hope that God has entrusted to the church to live into the world.  Love and hope that is desperately needed and we get to put flesh on it.  Eighteen months ago Sommer, Pete and Ellie came to Main Street Church.   It was the beginning of their search to find a place to raise their family having moved from Minnesota.  They were full of different dreams then from what is now.  She told me this week that it was God’s grace that brought them to Main Street, that connected them to this community without whom she says they could not have managed these past months.  I am incredibly humbled and proud by what you do, how you give.  But I don’t this story to brag about our ministry – I tell it because for me it is a testimony to what God has done and continues to do.  There is hurt, there is violence, there is deep pain.  And there is love active in the midst of all that.  And God plans on us helping others to know and hear that life giving truth.  It is hard.  It is costly. It is the hope for the future. God enables us to be a part of it.  Amen.
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