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“The Nearness Of God”
In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

We all know people who have no apparent problems. At least as far as we know. Families that seem
happy, healthy, well-adjusted and well-heeled. Somewhat wistfully we say, “God has really smiled on
them.” Indeed, there is an old folk saying that declares “God may love the poor but he helps the rich.”
And not just the rich in things, we muse, but rich in favour, as well. We may not be given to much
theological reflection, but we figure it just adds up. That’s just the way it is. The Lord has his favourites.
God is near to those who go blithely on their way.

Or is God? The bold declaration of Psalm 34, today’s appointed psalm, is “The Lord is near to the
brokenhearted and will save those whose spirits are crushed.”

Those words convey the “truest truth” I know, yet it is, often, the hardest to communicate. Perhaps
because faith of a conventional sort comes easily enough in the sunshine, but saving faith, faith that
makes a difference, is not so automatic when we are living in the shadows. Is God near enough to help
when we have been betrayed by the person whom we trust the most? Is the Lord near at hand when we
have betrayed our own best selves and believe forgiveness and joy are words that have no meaning?
Do we dare believe in a God who can betray our confidence by seeming to be absent when we are
brokenhearted and our spirit is in danger of being crushed?

This will not be everyone’s circumstance, but I believe there is someone here, this morning, who does
not need me to explain what it means to be heartbroken or crushed in spirit? Can it be possible that God
has never been nearer, more ready to help? Maybe we cannot believe it because we have believed lies
that have masqueraded as the truth. 

Dear friends in Christ, the very first myth that must be rejected, or so I think, if we are to experience the
nearness of God, is the myth that we are exempted by our faith from ever being broken or crushed.
Verse 19 of Psalm 34 says “that the troubles of the righteous are many.” Despite cultural denial and
perhaps poor teaching, the Bible is very clear on this. The rain falls on the just and the unjust. Believers
and non-believers can and do receive the good things in life. The unjust and the just also know the sting
of pain, disappointment, and loss.

We know this is true. The question that plagues us is not, “Is there suffering?” or “Why is there
suffering?” but “Why me and mine?” As a friend said to me recently, if you try to figure out “Why me?”
it will only drive you crazy and he was right. I have an indelible picture of Teuye from “Fiddler on the
Roof” etched in my mind. He, who has endured pain, persecution, and then apparent rejection by his
children, speaks to God with his mouth and his hands: “I know we are your chosen people but couldn’t
you choose someone else once in a while?” In our Christian tradition we know of the refreshingly human
saint, Teresa, who said in the middle of a violent story: “O Lord, no wonder you have so few friends if this
is how you treat them.”

We try to explain God when I’m not sure the Bible gives us warrant to do so. We have this tendency,
some of us anyways, for putting words in the mouth of God, but if we are honest are there clearly
understandable answers for all broken hearts and crushed spirits? Because of those who know exactly
why we suffer. Jesus would not abide the pat answers – “who sinned, this man or his parents?” and he
refused to give them.

There is another myth that must be rejected. Beware also of the “health and wealth” gospel in all its
current manifestations. Despite its variations, it essentially promises that if we believe it to be so, trust



God for it, make positive confession, we will be healthy and/or wealthy. By twisting Scripture, we are told
that we now can be freed from pain and poverty. And it can all be so sleek and beguiling. It is a
dangerous half-truth that can cause great heartache and disillusionment. God can and does heal and
save in so many ways. But that does not mean that even faithful Christians are immune to pain, suffering,
crushed spirits or a broken heart. Do not believe any false gospel that tells you when pain and suffering
comes that God has abandoned you or you just have to have more faith. No, God will not abandon God’s
own. God will not leave you desolate.

If we are to experience God’s nearness, than we must reject yet another myth. That God is the unmoved
mover, high and lifted up, yet uninvolved in the pain of body, mind, and spirit.

The Stoics and Epicureans of ancient Greece held that the highest good was serenity. They taught that
for God to be serene, he must have apatheia, the complete inability to face anything at all. Of course,
that is where we get our word apathy from. Isn’t that yet our goal in this present day – to be able to chill
out, uninvolved? Don’t we see God as silent, distant, above it all?

Maybe God’s silence is not necessarily an inability to feel. I remember not hearing a word from my
earthly father, when I was going through a particularly difficult time in my early 20's, wasn’t his style, and
I suppose I took his silence as indifference. But if I would have watched, I would perhaps see his
shoulder shake from the great sorrow welling up from inside. My sorrow shared by him.

As Christians we talk of “Emmanuel” which means “God with us.” And in Jesus we see a God who has
“borne our griefs and carried our sorrow.” I hear a man crushed in spirit saying only that a suffering God
can understand – “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve known except Jesus.” These words from the old Negro
spiritual are his only comfort as he humbly repeats them over and over and over. “Nobody knows the
trouble I’ve known except Jesus.” I remember a few years ago when Pastor Richard Schwass, now of
St. Peter’s, Milverton but then our vicar, sang that spiritual with his wonderful bass voice. You could hear
a pin drop, not just because he sang it so well, but because you could resonate with the words.

Yet, it was Jesus who cried out: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” As one woman cried
out to me after the death of her daughter at age 17, “My God, where in the hell are you when I need you,
where in this hell of my brokenness and loss.” And without knowing the horror we say “He descended
into hell.” He did for you and for me.

Some of you have admired the twirling globe that I have in my office. It was a gift from a woman named
Lois. I used to be her pastor, when I was at Grace Lutheran Church in Eganville in the Ottawa Valley.
Lois who has MS was in a wheelchair then, very independent. She now resides in a long term care facility
in Pembroke and whenever I get up to the Valley I try to visit her. Anyways, that globe used to be in Lois’
home which she shared with her husband Wes. I used to admire it whenever I visited. When Wes died
of lung cancer about a month later her son carried it into my office one morning. Lois wanted me to have
it, to remember Wes for Wes and I shared birthdays, September 13. About two months or so after that,
that same son died suddenly, no apparent reason. It was my task, as requested by her son’s wife and
I offered, to go and tell Lois that her son had died, she in a wheelchair, two months after her husband
and major caregiver had died. In so many visits with Lois, in the years that followed she would ask
pleadingly, “Pastor, tell me where was God when Randy was called?” I was silent and more often than
not just held her hand. One day, visiting Lois, she told me, “Pastor, I have an answer to my question, and
she responded with a depth of compassion born of her own suffering love. “When Randy died, God was
just where he was when his own Son was killed. He was there on the cross.”

People of God, friends, I pray that you can believe that God did not abandon Jesus and he will not
abandon you. I pray that you can see how near God is to you in your time of crushed spirits and broken
hearts.



I think there is one final myth that keeps us from the reality of God’s presence and that is the myth that
God cannot save. It would be the saddest of conclusions to believe suffering can come to anyone, that
God suffers with us, but that God is powerless to save us in and through suffering.

The end of God’s story is not the cross but resurrection. The end of our story is not suffering but
resurrection. Heartbreak does become daybreak. Yes, in some ways too fantastic to be true but, in more
ways, too fantastic not to be true. We are an Easter people. Resurrection follows crucifixion. Pain,
suffering, broken hearts and crushed spirits are never the last word. In the end that makes all the
difference in the world – and in heaven!
 
My brothers and sisters. Let us pray:

God of compassion. You watch the ways of your people and you weave out of
terrible happenings, wonder of goodness and grace. Surround those who have been
shaken by sadness, tragedy, and life circumstances with a sense of your present
love and hold them in faith. Though they are brokenhearted and crushed in spirit,
may they find you and be comforted. Through Jesus Christ who suffered and died,
but now lives and reigns with you. Amen.


