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Last week and this week, the theme of our sermon time is human suffering -prompted by our Scripture readings. When we think about human suffering, we think of pain: pain from accidents, diseases, illness -- and we think of loss: loss of abilities, loved ones, things we treasure.  Ponder, your own life just in the past week, what suffering you experienced or personally witnessed.  Hmmmm. To help you in your own reflection, let me share four from my own past week: (1) I was diagnosed with a chronic eye affliction by my optometrist, (2) I was hit hard on the back by a large white pine cone that came from high above, (3) I felt the suffering my mother is experiencing as part of her advanced age, and (4) I interacted with a lonely neighbor going through a serious disease.  My eye thing developed gradually, in the background, and involves some pain.  The pine cone hitting me hard was sudden, quick, small, and done. The suffering my mother is going through is gradual and has to do with losses.  My neighbor's suffering has to do with isolation. What are some examples of the range of suffering you experienced or witnessed this week?  There is much to learn about suffering.  We are not born knowing how best to deal with the pain and loss of suffering-- it is something God teaches us.
Two guys were featured today, Job, from our Old Testament reading, and Bartimaeus, from our Gospel reading.  There were great differences between them, for they lived on earth a thousand years apart, one was rich and the other was poor; one had family, the other was alone. But they had an important thing in common: they were good people who suffered greatly.  Bartimaeus, the "blind beggar," was probably not in pain -- but oh my, did he ever suffer because of what he had lost.  He had lost his sight and his ability to make a living. He had lost the respect of others in his society, and his social status.  Because of all his losses, Bartimaeus suffered daily, for he had to beg on the streets in order just to stay alive.  And how about Job? Job suffered both pain and loss: he suffered pain from all the sores all over his body, and he suffered the losses of his children, his social status, his wealth.  What do we learn from their suffering? Job and Bartimaeus both had a strong belief in God, and turned to God in prayer.  And, they didn't whisper a prayer someone else wrote, they shouted their own begging prayers to God with open raw honesty.  Nothing was held back. They didn't care what others thought of them, they were focused, and just put their needs right out there to God. It was as though the whole world just consisted of the two of them.  Bartimaeus was in a huge crowd, people were pressing in on Jesus-- but, Bartimaeus made himself known crying out with a Name for Jesus that showed he knew Jesus as the Messiah! After shouted out twice, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!"we are told, "Jesus stood still and said, "Call him here.""  Jesus stopped and answered his prayer. How about Job? Oh, in his authentic, raw prayers Job cried out, asked questions, complained, praised God, thanked God. In the long book of Job, we see Job's faith persevere in spite of unspeakable suffering.  Richard Rohr put it this way, in his book Job and the Mystery of Suffering, "Job is the Old Testament symbol of ultimate faith: because all he is asking for is honest union -- not success, not reward." (p. 67, Rohr) Job sought a close relationship with God above all else, even above relief from his suffering.  Both Job and Bartimaeus hungered for more of God. It's about relationship.
In the midst of our suffering, our pain and our losses, there is Jesus. Jesus stopped for Bartimaeus and Jesus stops what He is doing for YOU, when you call out to Him. He sits right here, next to us, holding our hands; He stands holding us up from falling; He dries our tears as we lie in our beds; He walks with us, as we put one foot in front of the other.  Our Psalm for today highlights God's faithful presence and responsiveness in suffering: "I sought the Lord and he answered me and delivered me out of all my terror....I called in my affliction and the Lord heard me and saved me....Many are the troubles of the righteous, but the Lord will deliver."
What ultimately happened to Job and Bartimaeus? VERY happy endings! Job's fortune was not only restored but "the Lord gave Job twice as much as he had before...he had 14,000 sheep and 1,000 donkeys. He also had seven sons and three daughters....After this Job lived 140 years and saw his children, and his children's children, four generations." Wow! And how about blind Bartimaeus?  We are told, "Jesus said to him, "Go, your faith has made you well." Immediately he regained his sight and followed Jesus on the way."  He was healed, and became a disciple!  So, what have we learned from these two?  We have learned that:
- God is in control, and we are not. Suffering happens, and it doesn't make sense to us. Richard Rohr puts it this way, "There is no correlation between and sin and suffering, between virtue and reward. Bad things happen to good and bad people.  God is good, but we can't always see the good.
- God is in the suffering with us.  We are never, ever alone in our suffering. God is not an aloof spectator. 
- God understands suffering. Jesus is victorious over suffering and death:  "by His wounds we are healed." (Is 53:5) endure, persevere, don't give up.
-- When you pray, pray raw, honest, authentic begging prayers - and then expect an answer. You will hear a response, if you pay attention. God always heals us in some way, God always addresses our
suffering in some way(Matt 7:7; James 5:19). The way He answers might surprise you! 
- Tune out the rest of the world and tune into Jesus; don't be distracted by others, by what you see and read on the Internet. It's just you and Jesus. Pray for union with Christ; get out of yourself and into what really counts: communion with Jesus.

Fortunately, every Sunday we have an encounter with the living God. God is doing something new in us. Job got new skin, Bartimaeus got new eyes; God makes us new too. In the sacrament of Holy Eucharist, we receive God's bodily presence, we receive God's forgiveness, we receive God's blessing, we receive God's healing power and strength.  Cry out to Jesus, have faith, and then receive. In closing, let's sing the contemporary hymn "Good to Me." The words are found in your pews." 
I cry out for your hand of mercy to heal me. I am weak; I need your love to free me. O Lord, my rock, my strength in weakness, come rescue me, O Lord. (Repeat) You are my hope; your promise never fails me. And my desire is to follow you forever. For you are good, for you are good, for you are good to me. For you are good, for you are good, for you are good to me."  				(Vineyard)
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