
 

 

 Sermon for Sunday, February 25, 2018 
 

HOPE FOR THE AFFLICTED 

 
 "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?"  Psalm 22 begins with the question every one of us 
asks, and parents in Parkland, Florida are asking, when we feel overwhelmed by the dark and tragic side of life. 
“Where are you God?  How could you have allowed this to happen to me?  Why are my prayers unanswered?”  
Yes, it begins in faith.  The sufferer cries out to God, believing that God is trustworthy.  We would not feel so 
abandoned by God in our moments of trial if we had not already experienced God's presence.  Yes, the psalm 
begins with an abject sense of abandonment.  Suffering and trouble are isolating.  When we are ill, when we are 
under attack, when we are despairing, the feeling of aloneness is overpowering.  With that we can all identify. 
 But the psalmist's questioning of God's absence also betrays a certain arrogance of faith.  “Why have 
you forsaken me, O God?  Me, your faithful servant, your chosen one in whom you delight?  Me, who fulfills all 
righteousness, who reads the Bible, who attends church, who teaches Sunday School, who feeds the hungry, who 
clothes the poor, who visits the sick, who prays morning and night, who has devoted my life to proclaiming your 
gospel and advocating for your cause?  I am deserving of your aid, O God.  I've been faithful.”  With this attitude 
we can also identify.  Raised as we are in a society that rewards human achievement, it is difficult for us not to 
feel like our faith deserves special recognition by God and special treatment. 
 In the first half of this famous psalm, which is an anguished lament, there is a peeling away of this 
arrogance, a growing recognition on the part of the suffering servant that he has no grounds upon which to lay 
claim to the Almighty's deliverance.  He remembers that the people of Israel were not saved because they were 
faithful.  They were faithful because they had been saved. 
 Suddenly, in the midst of his agony, the suffering servant recognizes that his only standing before God is 
not that God belongs to him but that he belongs to God.  Since the day of his birth, he has been the recipient of 
God's grace.  He is the beloved of God, not because of anything he has done, and not because he has faith, but 
because God made him and loves him.  All is grace.  His arrogance of faith peeled away, he cries out again, but 
differently, in a spirit of humble faith: "O God, do not be far from me, for trouble is near and there is no one to 
help." 
 There is, thankfully, a cleansing quality to suffering and despair.  When everything we are is lost, when 
all our cherished social relationships have abandoned us and we are alone, and when all the trappings of our 
humanity have been stripped away, suddenly God's presence is palpable, strong, and saving.  Like children, we 
go through life thinking that the sun rises and sets on our behalf and that the moon follows us wherever we go, 
egocentric to the core.  Then suddenly, pain and suffering, humiliation and shame, heartache and sorrow, remind 
us of our insignificance, and for the first time, we see God with clear eyes, with a clear conscience, and with a 
clear heart. 
 Henri Nouwen, in his book Beyond the Mirror, wrote about his near death experience, and how it 
changed his faith.  It helped him recognize that it was the “interruptions” in his life that most revealed to him the 
divine mystery of which he was a part, interruptions like his mother’s sudden death, and his life-threatening 
accident, interruptions that forced him to ask  “Where is God and who is God for me?”  He writes: 
 

“…These interruptions presented themselves as opportunities to go beyond the normal patterns of daily 
life and find deeper connections than the previous safeguards of my physical, emotional, and spiritual 
well-being.  Each interruption invited me to look in a new way at my identity before God.  Each 
interruption took something away from me; each interruption offered something new.”  “In short, 
beyond the many “social arrangements” that make for a good life are the many possibilities of a 
relationship with the God of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob, Leah and Rachel, the 
Father of Jesus, whose name is Love.”1 
   

 I'm not sure God is ever truly discerned in our moments of joy.  In this life, at least, God is discerned in 
the interruptions, in our anguished moments of suffering and despair. That is why the Lord's Supper is such a 
quintessential expression of the gospel.  It reminds us of Christ's suffering and of our suffering.  And in that 
remembrance we see God's deliverance and the promise of our salvation.  The light is seen in the darkness.  New 
life is discovered out of death.  The psalmist discovers God's saving presence and power in his weakness.  He 
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finds God not in being extricated from distress, but in the distress itself.  In the darkness and out of his 
oppression he finally hears what he has sought: the answer of God.  And God’s answer is, “I am here.  I am with 
you.  I love you.  Be not afraid.” 
 The second half of Psalm 22, read this morning, is a testimonial to this saving presence of God.  The 
Psalmist rejoices that God "did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted; he did not hide his face from 
me, but heard me when I cried to him.” 
 We know all too well the affliction of the afflicted.  It’s the loneliness of suffering.  Sorrow and pain 
create loneliness; they are imprisoning things.  We feel "shut-in" with grief.  The psalmist shares his loneliness.  
He is "scorned by men, and despised by the people."  He is unworthy even of God's bothering.  He feels utterly 
alone.   
 Disease, suffering, grief and trouble cut us off from the very relationships that sustain us.  We get 
divorced, and our friends turn away.  We get cancer, and people are afraid to touch us.  We get crucified and our 
followers deny us and run away.  When we are suffering, beaten and half-dead lying by the side of life’s road, 
people pass by on the other side.  They do not want to suffer with us, they do not want to catch what we have, 
and they do not want to die for our cause.  The affliction of the afflicted is that they suffer alone, isolated, 
rejected, and abandoned. 
 But the good news of this psalm, is that though we may feel like it at times, we are never abandoned by 
God.  God is with us.  God does not despise or abhor, like we too often do, the affliction of the afflicted.  God is 
with us, even and especially in the darkness of suffering, and God’s presence is our deliverance.  The psalmist, 
awakened to the giftedness of his life, cries out, "O Lord, do not be far away!"  And God is not.  God’s saving 
love rescues him. 
 The rest of psalm 22 is all praise, proclamation and thanksgiving.  It is one of the most extravagant 
songs of praise in the entire Old Testament.  The psalmist counters all his earlier assumptions: God has not 
ignored his suffering or disdained him, God has not forsaken him or turned away, God does answer.  The 
affirmation that God is present and involved is just as strong as his earlier lament of abandonment.  Here is the 
testimony of one who experienced God's transforming and delivering power, and it is as real as his earlier 
experience of hopelessness and despair. 
 There are lessons for us in this psalm, lessons that I think Jesus was trying to convey to us from the cross 
on which he died.  The first is this: When friends and neighbors are suffering, from whatever malady or 
misfortune, we who are disciples of Christ cannot, must not, pass by them on the other side.  We, who have been 
called to serve as ambassadors of Christ's love, must be close and present to those in need.  We must hold the 
hands of those with cancer; sit with those who are ill, and be a comfort to all who grieve.  Our presence is a 
saving grace and makes God known.  And this is exactly the ministry of our deacons and our Stephen Ministers 
here at Ladue Chapel.   
 Second, when we are the suffering servants, we are helped by remembering what Christ taught us and 
demonstrated to us: That suffering need not necessarily be destructive; it can be productive if we use it to seek 
God's presence.  Jesus calls us to remember, especially in the celebration of his Last Supper, that suffering leads 
to salvation and new life if endured in faith.  Wrote Scottish theologian, William Barclay: 
 
 If we too cling to God, even when there seems to be no God, desperately and invincibly clutching the 

remnants of our faith, quite certainly the dawn will break and we will win through.  The victor is the one 
who refuses to believe that God has forgotten him, even when every fiber of his being feels that he is 
forsaken.  The victor is the one who will never let go her faith, even when she feels that its last grounds 
are gone.  The victor is the one who has been beaten to the depths and still holds on to God, for that is 
what Jesus did. 

 
 Finally, the psalm reminds us that all is grace.  We deserve nothing.  Our faith earns us nothing.  Faith is 
not an economic transaction; it is a relationship of trust and love. So what our faith does for us is allows us to 
enter into the saving presence of God, by giving God an opening into our hearts.  And even this is not of our own 
doing.  It is the gift of God. 
 Wrote the apostle Paul of this indomitable Christian spirit born on the wings of faith:  "We are afflicted 
in every way but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but 
not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in 
our mortal flesh (II Cor. 4:8-10)."  Praise be to God for God’s abiding presence, and for our deliverance.  Amen. 
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