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About this time a few years ago, a dear friend texted a simple invitation. “You and Becca want to come 
for dinner? We’re still not ready for people yet, but we’d love to have the two of you.” You see, by the time that 
text arrived, they’d had a whole string of family tragedies. Each night passed without sleep, and each morning 
met with a new hesitation, as if to say “Even if I could get out of bed, what fresh and terrible news will I hear 
today?” The family had long since circled their wagons, trying to deal with that unfair bombardment of tragedy. 
So, that simple invitation, reaching outside of the circle, brought Becca and me to a sort of new place with them. 
We’d shared countless meals but none this somber. And we’d been there for all sorts of relationship milestones, 
all sorts of life events, but none this raw. And they asked us into that place with them, into that open wound. 
There’s nothing to be said in that space. I hurt for them, cried as their tears dampened my shoulder and their 
shudders chilled my bones. That’s a tender place, delicate and intimate and almost forbidden. We don’t talk 
about that place. We go there, far too often we go there alone, but we put on a brave face. We fool ourselves 
into thinking that that pain isn’t meant to be shared. We’ll laugh with friends, we might even cry a little, but we 
reserve sorrow for those times we’re alone. Or, that sorrow waits until we’re alone to wash over us, and then 
we’re ashamed for not being strong enough to keep our heads above the waves.  

And that, I think, might be sin. Not a personal sin, not something we do wrong or even do on purpose, 
but a sin society does to us. Society says sorrow is taboo. We aren’t supposed to talk about it, we aren’t 
supposed to admit to hard days that turn into hard years, we aren’t supposed to let people see our pain, because 
we think that pain means we’re weak. So we don’t talk about it. We stuff that pain down, we pretend reality 
isn’t what it really is, and we move on, carrying great weights while the rest of the world pretends it’s ok, too. 
And we’re all left to suffer on our own, bearing our own pain while the person next door suffers in silence, too, 
oblivious to each other’s suffering. And worse yet, that cycle, repeated every day, leaves us incapable of talking 
about pain, and incapable of dealing with pain, and pain piles on top of pain.  

My friends’ suffering needed someone to share it, no, needed someone to bear it for a moment. They 
didn’t need wise words or theology. All they needed was love. And I didn’t know how to love them. So we sat, 
and we sobbed, and we ate, and we sobbed, and we hugged, and we sobbed. And then, when someone finally 
cracked a joke that broke through those tears for a moment, I left, and I’m sure I sobbed some more. Turns out, 
clumsy and ill-equipped as I felt, that was exactly how they needed to be loved.  

Love is, well, it’s love. You’ve heard countless songs and poems, but nothing quite gets at the truth of 
the thing. It is a thing, a many splendored thing, a crazy little thing. It’s oh so quiet, and it’s a battlefield. It’s 
like oxygen and it’s naught like the sun. It’s jealous and it’s blind. But, by this point in literary and musical 
history, more than anything else, it’s a little cliche. Problem is, we’re kind of stuck with this one word to mean 
all sorts of things that maybe shouldn’t go together. The love I have for my mother is very different from the 
love I have for my mother tongue. I love dogs, I love bacon, I love Becca. I love y’all, I love all y’all, and I love 
God. And I love my friends especially when words fall short. But none of those are quite the same thing. Unless 
maybe they are.  

There’s a scene in Jesus Christ Superstar where Mary Magdalene paces through the disciples’ camp at 
night, trying to figure out what she’s feeling for Jesus. “I never thought I’d come to this,” she sings, “I don’t 
know how to love him.” But she stays, present and wrapped up in all the turmoil of his Passion, the turmoil of 
his pain. And in the end, she stays, sobbing and silent, unable to put words to the truth she feels in her bones. 
That’s gotta be some kind of love, resonant and shaking, stone-still and aching, totally lost and alone and, 
somehow, holy. Yet another form of love, this time from a Broadway musical.  



A little later on, we’re going to pray these words: “God, you have prepared for those who love you such 
good things as surpass our understanding; pour into our hearts such love towards you, that we, loving you in all 
things … may obtain your promises, which exceed all that we can desire.” Maybe that’s the key to love. It’s not 
about trying to make sense of how love between a preacher and a burger could be the same thing as love 
between newlyweds; rather it’s about recognizing God in all things, and having something drawn out of us in 
response, and that thing that’s drawn out, that’s love. Recognizing that something holy resides in all things, in 
all peoples, in all times. There’s even something holy and loving to be drawn out in sadness. Here, we bring all 
that we are to God and whatever that is gets sanctified in the being together -- even as we’re together now. 
There’s a ton of ways to be, and as we’re learning these days, a ton of ways to be together. And even here on 
the internet, with our Brady Bunch church services and our tiny little face squares, even here, each of us sees a 
little more of God when all these ways of being holy come together.  

Back in that somber living room, my friends’ deep pain was holy, and it showed me something of God. 
And my awkward groping for words and choking them down in favor of tearful silence might have had 
something holy to it. But those shared tears and shoulder-heavy sighs were just as holy, too. There was God in 
those people, and God’s love poured out.  

Standing on a high point of Athens, Paul knew this, and he named this mystery in the faith of the people. 
Their altars were made out to an unknown god, but while we know our God’s name, there’s still a whole lot we 
don’t know. We certainly don’t know all there is to know about God. Sometimes, we don’t even know how to 
serve him, and, like Mary Magdalene, we don’t know how to love him. But something about God in creation 
draws those things out of us, even when our words fail. When the world suffers, we don’t have to know the 
answers, but we do have to show up. We might know what to say, or we’ll know to hold some sacred silence. 
Because God comes with us, shoot, God beats us there, but we still go. And when the world rejoices, we show 
up. We might be at a loss for words then, too, but we show up. Because God comes with us. And when the 
silence and the pain and the dread mask love from us, we show up. Because when we show up, God comes with 
us. And when God comes with us, we might not always know what to say, but with God, we’ll know how to 
love. 
 


