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Finding Hope in Silence

When I was in Seminary I took a class on Pastoral Listening. I remember signing up for it
thinking, this will be both very useful and an easy A. The former was true, but the latter was far
from it. When it came time for my exam, I had re-read my notes, practiced listening to my
then-finance, now husband, Drew, took on my most compassionate and attentive posture and sat
down. Leaning in, trying to leave as much space and room for her to speak, repeating back the
thoughts my examiner was relaying. At the end of the listening session, I was awarded a solid C,
the lowest grade on my report card that semester.Even below my Systematic Theology grade.
And while Drew, a How to Win Friends and Influence People apologist, may not have been
shocked, as he constantly reminded me to, “ask more questions,” and talk less about myself. I
was, because the low grade I received was for crossing my arms and legs, not leaving ample
silent space, and offering advice. If I learned one thing, from my pastoral listening class it was
that listening, real, true, compassionate listening is hard. Harder, apparently than anything we
learned in Systematic Theology like explaining the Trinity or understanding Transubstantiation.

In our reading from Lamentations this morning we are asked to listen to the pain and suffering of
Jeremiah (who this book is attributed to) as he laments the destruction of Judah, the mass murder
of it’s people, and the exile of those who were able to escape the Babylonian’s fierce infiltration,
desecration, and ultimate  takeover of their beloved city, Jeruslaem. As we hear the speaker cry
out: ‘O Lord, look at my affliction  for the enemy has triumphed!’ For these things I weep, my
eyes flow with tears;... for my groans are many and my heart is faint.” Going on he tells us, “I
am one who has seen affliction under the rod of God’s wrath; he has driven and brought me into
darkness without any light; against me alone he turns his hand,  again and again, all day long. He
has besieged and enveloped me with bitterness and tribulation;he has made me sit in darkness
like the dead of long ago.”

It is interesting to me that other than our (very much optional) Easter Vigil service, the lectionary
(our three year cycle of scripture readings we hear each Sunday) only includes lamentations here
on our 17th Sunday after Pentecost. Maybe because it is hard to hear, to fathom, or even to say
out loud this kind of pain, this anger, this sorrow that is both fully realized by the poet and
completely directed at God. But, I believe we would do well to hear these words, to sit with this
sentiment, even to embody these emotions, because they are human, they are real, and they are
necessary for us as we move through life with honesty. Because, life does not always unfold as
we would like, or imagine, or wish it to be. Here the author of Lamentations opens for us a space
of sincerity like no other. To truly wrestle with the sorrow, pain, and loss that we have all felt, or
will face at one time or another. More so, through the author's example of coming to God in
sincere rage, honest pain, and complete remorse we too are offered the opportunity to do the



same. To lift up our most honest and complete feelings to God, who is the most Pastoral listener
of them all. Always awaiting us in a posture of receptivity, available for us to throw out our rage,
to lift up our impossible regrets, and cast out our truly painful emotions, taking them on as we
give them away, not throwing them back at us, casting them aside, or even trying to fix them. But
simply receiving all that weighs heavy on our hearts so that we might find some sense of healing
and of wholeness.

In their book, Compassion: A Reflection on the Christian Life, theologians Nouwen, McNeill,
and Morrison write, “What really counts is that in moments of pain and suffering someone stays
with us…In a time so filled with methods and techniques designed to change people, to influence
their behavior and to make them do new things and think new thoughts, we have lost the simple
but difficult gift of being present to each other. We have lost this gift because we have been led to
believe that presence must be useful…We have forgotten that it is often in ‘useless,’
unpretentious, humble presence to each other that we feel consolation and comfort. Simply being
with someone is difficult because it asks of us that we share in the other’s vulnerability, enter
with [them] into the experience of weakness and powerlessness, become part of uncertainty, and
give up control and self-determination. And still, whenever this happens, new strength and new
hope is being born.”

While the book of Lamentations is only 3 chapters long. And, while most all of these chapters
are filled with sentiments of agony, hopelessness, and torment, at the end the author leaves us
with these words: “But this I call to mind,  and therefore I have hope: 22 The steadfast love of the
Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your
faithfulness. ‘The Lord is my portion,’ says my soul,  ‘therefore I will hope in him.’”

One of the key aspects of my listening class that will always remain with me, is that when we
listen in a pastoral posture there are always three people present, the speaker, the listener (me, or
you), and God. While good listening is hard work, it is not impossible, and much of it is done
best when we leave room for sacred silence that leads towards unexplainable connection, solace,
and awe. Not searching for words, or explanations, or even solutions. But, simply for God who is
love, for faith which is relational, and for presence which is authentic and vulnerable. In this way
we can come to experience, embody and share the steadfast love of the Lord with those in need
of a safe space, a listening ear, or a pastoral presence? How might we show others, despite all the
unfairness of this life, that the Lord never ceases, and we can have hope? More so how might we
more fully see the Lord as our portion by pouring out our own emotions to God who makes
space and room for us that makes way for hope against hope. Hope in our ability to show up,
hope in our ability to be present, and hope in our ability to make space for God and  one another
both in our pain and in our joy.


